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ABSTRACT
This study is an analysis of my research and working method in the production of ideas, objects and
ephemera under the rubric of visual arts. In it I posit a way of making art that is an additive and
intuitive process initiated by the maker and completed by the viewer. A constant theme throughout the
thesis is an attempt to discuss the precise context and materials that go toward the making of an
artwork, whilst recognising that art revels in many media and concepts and is not a static process.

The evolution of sixteen artworks is considered including works from the Everyone Series (19771990), The high cost of living (1992-2010) and my most recent series Appropriated Circumstance
(2011-). The development of my artwork is discussed in relation to various processes including ideas
about organisation and variety. Chance processes such as aleatory, indeterminacy, and probability
are described and contextualised.

In order to understand the context and ideas underpinning the doctoral exhibition, Appropriated
Circumstance (2012) I have reflected on key works that mark transitions or changes in media,
approach or content. This includes a discussion of two installations, Free Movies (SASA Adelaide
1978) and White Pointer (ICA PS1 New York 1992), in which the continuity of form is considered.
Understanding the similarities of conceptual intent between these works, despite their different
contexts and materiality, highlights the change in motivation and interactions of my oeuvre from 1977
– 2012.

Artistic influences discussed are drawn from a range of disciplines, including the work and writings of
Percy Grainger, and in particular, The Impress of personality in unwritten music (1915); Gertrude
Steinʼs, What are master-pieces and why are there so few of them? (1936); Henri Bergsonʼs ideas on
intuition and duration in The Creative Mind (1946); and John Cageʼs collection of essays, Silence
(1961). Their ideas and influence is discussed in relation to several of my artworks.

Sol LeWittʼs Sentences on Conceptual Art (1969), and Brian Enoʼs Organising and generating variety
in the arts (1976) have constantly figured in my thinking over the last thirty-five years. Robert PincusWittonʼs Theatre of The Conceptual: Autobiography and Myth (1973), and Postminimalism (1977)
discovered during the research towards this thesis has contributed significantly to my thinking around
the art-making process and context.

This exegesis concludes by discussing the evolution and making of my most recent body of work,
Appropriated Circumstance (2011 -) discussed in the context of artists, Thomas Struth, Peter Tyndall
and Eugene von Guérard, as well as ideas informed by thinking and reading around the impact of
European colonisation, Indigenous relationships to country, photography and landscape.
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Chapter 1
The role of chance in the Everyone series: 1977 – 1990
1.1: Methodology
This exegesis comprises three writing styles: the first, addressing art historical
developments, whilst the second may be understood as a critical account of the
ʻcontentʼ of the art works under discussion. These two approaches dominate the
document, sometimes consecutively and at other times concurrently. The third
approach to the writing is autobiographical; it is descriptive and records the ʻfeltʼ
dimensions of experience understood as informing both the critical and/or historical
overview. The aim is to create a complementary understanding of my work from
different perspectives. The development and subsequent understanding of an
artwork cannot be recorded outside of the work created. As Pincus-Witton has noted
(1977 p44), an artistʼs oeuvre answers its own imperatives and not those of literature.
However, it would be foolhardy to ignore key experiences that have impacted on the
artist.

The autobiographical form is anecdotal and seeks to set the scene for particular
works, such as the installation, Fountain (1992) and the sound installation, White
Pointer (1992 -). Many artworks, and certainly the ones cited in this dissertation, have
a back-story, which whilst not essential to a reading of the work, have nevertheless
been critical in terms of their making. In the case of White Pointer, however, the
section 40 Days (Chapter 2.8) is offered as a complete story in its own right. It is an
oral history, written from my memories, detailing an aspect of my participation in the
commercial fishing industry in the Gulf of Carpentaria in the 1970s that has been
10
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recounted to family and friends many times. 40 Days (Chapter 2.8) is identified
through a different font.

40 Days (Chapter 2.8) recognizes my personal history as a type of mise-en-scène
that draws on both observed and participatory experience. The suggestion is that the
experience had a strong affect on my work, leading - many years later - to the making
of White Pointer (1992 -). This may therefore be understood as a type of situated
knowledge complementary to the main text. (Ruppel et al. 2008).

1.2: Background and context
In order to grasp the contexts and theories underpinning the new work, Appropriated
Circumstance (2012), created for the Doctorate, it is necessary to consider the
momentum of the formative period of the 1970s, a time when my developing
awareness of the role chance procedures in contemporary art practice, became an
essential strategy in my art-making arsenal. In thinking through the evolution of
Appropriated Circumstance, it has been important for me to return to the impetus, the
thinking and the processes that led me to its making. This has taken me back to
some of my earliest works, as well leading me to reflect on and reconsider key works
that mark transitions or changes in media, approach or content. In this undertaking it
has been interesting to discover that ideas and processes I assumed were long
relegated to the deepest recesses of my past, were in fact present – albeit deeply
embedded – implicit rather than explicit in my thinking and making.

This chapter explores some of the key ideas that have continued to develop in my
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work and can still be discerned in Appropriated Circumstance. I shall discuss four
artworks produced between 1977 and 1990: ʻGridʼ (1977), ʻBicycle raceʼ (1978), ʻFree
Moviesʼ (1979) and ʻFillʼ (1990) from the Everyone Series (1977–1990), the
culmination of which was ʻFillʼ. The works in the Everyone series were experiments in
actions that brought together groups of people to participate as makers and
performers. Over time, these experiments evolved into a form, dictating various types
of participation. What initially started as a non-hierarchic flat system structure in Grid
(1977) evolved into chorus and tableaux involving electronic technology, including
video, animation, sound, and eventually groups of people (performers). The works
discussed here range between performance and installation.

In reflecting on these works, this chapter seeks to develop an understanding of the
processes that generated and helped my art works to come in to being as entities.
These

processes,

derived

from

chance

procedures,

include:

ʻprobabilityʼ,

ʻindeterminacyʼ, ʻaleatoryʼ and ʻrandomnessʼ, terms that will be defined in the
following pages.

Influential intellectual developments that led to these works (in-part) occurred in the
critical and vibrant context of the Experimental Art Foundation (EAF) in Adelaide from
1977 until 1981, and later at the Performance Space (PS) in Sydney, from 1982 until
1990. Whilst not all the events described here occurred at these venues, these
organisations were critical in helping to focus the spirit of experimentation in the
visual arts that prevailed throughout these years.

12
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Beyond the network of primarily Australian artists, the intellectual discourse at the
EAF was nurtured by the Irish-born conceptual artist and curator, Noel Sheridan
(1936 - 2006) and the Australian philosopher and art critic, Professor Donald Brooke
(b.1927 -). Brooke with others created the EAF and Sheridan was its inaugural
director (1975 - 1980). Sculptor, Bert Flugelman (1923 -) had an equally profound,
conceptual input on the local and national art scene in his role as Head of Sculpture
at the South Australian School of Art, and as an exemplary practitioner.

In Sydney, at The Performance Space (TPS) now called Performance Space (PS)
(1982 -), a different philosophy and practice was emerging. Successive directors and
board members of The Performance Space - primarily artists drawn from diverse
disciplines - led the intellectual vanguard from modernist practices starting with
experimental theatre into more hybrid forms, ultimately encompassing the visual arts,
and ʻnewʼ media, as well as experimental music and sound.

The standout influence at The Performance Space was Californian-born artist Alan
Vizents (1945 - 1987), a performance poet and thinker whose interest lay primarily
with diverse forms of performance, that ranged across live art, sound, computers and
writing. Alanʼs ethical, conceptual and theoretical approach framed the intellectual
and artistic focus of the organisation, and it is interesting that he developed the first
formal artistic policies not only for The Performance Space in Sydney, but also the
Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts (PICA). Alanʼs focus was on the 'research and
development of contemporary arts' (TPS Artistic Policy 1987) and experimentation.
Following his lead, successive Board members and Directors, drawn from diverse
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disciplines led a vanguard from Performance Art to hybrid forms as well as postdramatic theatre, installation and environments, live and media art practices, and
socially engaged and participatory practices.

I began to think seriously about art when confronted with the maze of ideology and
politics passionately advocated by the various artists I met when studying at the
South Australian School of Art in Adelaide, South Australia (1977–1980). The
atmosphere at the time was serious; there were very intense judgments by the
students on what art might be, and the expectation was that art should be conceptual
and experimental. The Womenʼs Art Movement (1976 -) and the Experimental Art
Foundation (1974 -) were both prominent and influential institutions that developed
sophisticated arguments designed to break the hegemony of existing methods of
production and expand the possibilities for engaging with art.

Like many of my peers I initially went to art school to study painting, but after twelve
months, I began to seriously question this path. I understood there was value in
working with different disciplines, whether in combination, in parallel, or dispersed in
the service of an idea or concept, rather than the form of making. My feeling was that
if I did not know how to make something, I could find out how to do it, and either
make it, or have it made as required. At this time, the idea of performance art led me
into art works that were both temporal and conceptual. Most importantly the aim at
the time was to work against literality in art, and to engage from a position of
emotional disinterest.

14
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1.3: Artists and early influences
My search to be emotionally neutral, or ʻdisinterestedʼ, worked in combination with a
long-standing interest in sound. I was untrained in reading or writing-I had been using
a tape recorder to create narratives since the age of 9. I found those composers who
worked with sound and described processes that relied on some form of chance
procedure appealing. Arguably I found my way as a visual artist by studying these
composers and their compositional methods. I was interested in composers such as
John Cage, Cornelius Cardew and Witold Lutoslawski, whose compositional methods
directly engaged with various forms of chance procedure, as distinct from those who
worked with a traditional approach to notation and the score, reliant on traditional
musical structure and timbre.

The exemplary composer in this tradition was the American composer, polymath and
artist, John Cage (1912-1992). I should add that the depth of Cageʼs compositional
approach, his knowledge of math and philosophy were profound, and I knew then, as I
know now that I was only scratching the surface of his ideas, stealing what I needed.
Similarly, whilst researching for this thesis I discovered the French philosopher Henri
Bergson (1859-1941), and in particular his writings on intuition and creativity from The
Creative Mind: An Introduction to Metaphysics (1946) were most useful in helping me
to explicate my work and ideas. Bergsonʼs ideas on flux and the effect of time and
duration on perception were influential, and practiced by many, including the American
writer and critic Gertrude Stein (1874-1946).

Gertrude Steinʼs profound influence on modernism helped define the course of
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twentieth century literature and art. Her ideas about entity and repetition have been,
and remain very important to my thinking about art.

The Irish avant-garde writer, playwright, theatre director and poet Samuel Beckett
(1906-1989) had a profound influence on my thinking and aspirations. Beckettʼs
existentialist writing defined both modernity and the post-modern condition in the
twentieth century and beyond. I still marvel at his precise, exacting and minimalist
use of language.

Brian Eno (1948 -) and Cornelius Cardew (1936-1981) were important influences when
I first began to think critically about art in the mid 1970s. Cardewʼs reworking of the
Confucian work, The Great Learning from the fifth century BC, is described and defined
by Eno in his essay, Generating and Organising Variety in the Arts (1976). In this
essay Eno creates a conceptual model of Cardewʼs work that I found inspirational, and
which formed the basis of my Everyone series (1977 – 1990). The writings of Henri
Bergson, Gertrude Stein and Brian Eno are discussed in detail below.

Some of the first experimental art works I made are discussed in this chapter because
they are examples of generative forms - the first works literally so - while others are
experimental because they are hybrid in media and approach. These artworks are
discussed in terms of how they became entities, and the strategies and critical relations
that were considered in developing the form, structure, content and the interrelation of
those things.
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In this context working with ʻprobabilityʼ was very useful as a means of narrowing a
broad range of options for content and materials. As will be discussed in this chapter,
subtle variations within chance procedures can result in very different outcomes, and
different ways of working.

1.4: Critical views
The insightful American critic and formalist Clement Greenberg (1909 - 1984)
promoted a particular way of seeing the art of painting, defining Post Painterly
Abstraction in terms of a cooler, more impersonal approach. In his essay, Modernism
with a Vengeance (1963), Greenberg famously wrote that, ʻThe essence of
Modernism lies… in the use of characteristic methods of a discipline to criticise the
discipline itself, not in order to subvert it but in order to entrench it more firmly in its
area of competenceʼ.

Greenbergʼs argument focused on the material aspects of an artwork; his ideas
excluded criticism of a thing from outside the system the ʻthingʼ perpetuated. He
suggested that a thingʼs context was independent of its environment and that the
process should not be adaptable to influence outside of its ʻcharacteristic method [of
a discipline]ʼ (Greenberg, 1963 p85).

When I first considered Clement Greenbergʼs ideas in the late seventies It seemed to
me then as now, that his ʻcharacteristic methodsʼ to ʻcriticiseʼ a discipline, in order to
ʻentrenchʼ it in ʻcompetenceʼ, might also truncate that disciplineʼs potential.
Acknowledging now the rigour and beauty in Greenbergʼs ideas and language, these
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ideas were opaque to me at the time. I was concerned with other ways of thinking
about the disciplines of art and wanted to contest assumed traditions, various
prescriptions and proscriptions. Using chance processes I was able to seek variety
and novelty external to a form, as well as from within, and this enabled feedback and
new information to be supplied.

Movements such as Minimalist art and Conceptual art, which emerged in the early
nineteen sixties, and Post-Minimalism in the late sixties, elevated the idea or concept
above the object (Post-Minimalism also included text, autobiography, performance,
and so on). These movements were in opposition to the formalist media-specificity of
Greenbergʼs ideas around Post-painterly abstraction, which sought to prioritise the
material qualities of the media and the techniques used to manipulate the medium.

In the following quote on Conceptual Art the American artist Sol LeWitt (1928 – 2007)
clearly differentiated the gap between Post Painterly Abstraction and Conceptualism
by challenging Greenbergʼs ʻessence of Modernismʼ. LeWitt denied the preeminence
of a Greenbergian ʻcharacteristic methodʼ by placing the concept at the forefront of
art.
In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work.
When an artist uses a conceptual form of art, it means that all of the planning and
decisions are made beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory affair. The
idea becomes a machine that makes the art (LeWitt, 1967, pp79–83).
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1.4.1: Disinterest and chance procedures
To be against self or personal expression in art may seem counter intuitive. John
Cage wrote about disinterest in art when describing French Composer, Erik Satieʼs
(1866 – 1925) music: ʼone must be disinterested to begin with, accept that a sound is
a sound and a man is a man, give up illusions about ideas of order, expressions of
sentiment, and all the rest of our inherited aesthetic claptrap (Cage, 1961 p82). For
Cage, disinterest was an essential tenet, critical to his belief in the necessity to
reunite art and life, and was also profoundly connected to his interest in Zen
Buddhism and Indian mysticism.

Influenced by ideas on chance, conceptualism and other processes, I employed a
number of strategies in my artwork as a way of generating ideas from a disinterested
standpoint. The following definitions of ʻchanceʼ are important as a means of
identifying and distinguishing between the processes used to produce many of my
works discussed in this chapter. These definitions derive primarily from the
aforementioned artists, and their ideas on the generation of variety in musical
composition, or as John Cage would have it, ʻexperimental actionʼ. Outside their
intended fields of expertise, these definitions can seem interchangeable - as if they
all have the same generic meaning - however they are quite specific.

Over

centuries,

Western

and

Eastern

compositional

forms

have

utilised

indeterminacy, probability and aleatory approaches, as a means of introducing
variety. These processes are useful for the development of actions in other media
and objects as well as the organisation of sound and music. My study of these
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processes was to determine how I might deploy them as variety generators within my
visual arts practice.

The types of chance used as process generators at different stages of a project may
vary, however as a means of initiating and testing ideas each of the processes listed
below have aided me to think outside of the orthodoxies of technique-based process
and production. The following concepts were of particular importance to me in
establishing a working methodology, a methodology that still informs my doctoral
research and presentation:
1. Indeterminacy: as developed by The American composer and polymath
John Cage.

2. Probability: as defined by the English composers Brian Eno and Cornelius
Cardew.

3. Aleatory; as coined by the German physicist Werner Meyer-Eppler (1913
– 1960).

4. Randomness; as defined by the Australian composer Percy Grainger
(1882 - 1961) in his work ʻRandom Roundʼ (c.1912 - 1915).

1.4.2: Indeterminacy
In his book, Silence (1961) John Cage speaks to an imaginary ʻunenlightenedʼ
student about indeterminacy:
An experimental action, generated by a mind as empty as it was before it
became one… It does not move in terms of approximations and errors, as
“informed” action… It sees things directly as they are: impermanently involved in
an infinite play of interpretations (Cage 1961, p15).
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Cageʼs dialogues on the infinite possibility of variety in his famous essay
ʻIndeterminacyʼ (Silence 1961, pp35-40) supported the idea that a composition can
be indeterminate with respect to its performance. Cage made the point that a
probabilistic score has a fixed relation to its parts, and that because the composer
has to choose the probabilistic relations, personal judgment is required. His
arguments centred on the difference between indeterminacy and probability as
variety inducers (Silence 1961).

While maintaining the immediacy of Cageʼs ideas around indeterminacy, it seemed to
me that his ideas could, at least in part, inform a more determinate structure using
probability in the manner described by Brian Eno. In his seminal essay Generating
and Organising Variety in the Arts (1976) Eno described the term ʻvarietyʼ as
originating from Cybernetics. Cybernetics is the science of organisation originated by
the English psychiatrist W. R. Ashby (1903–1972). Enoʼs definition was formed later,
and derived from British theorist Stafford Beer (1926–2002). Stafford Beerʼs book,
The Brain of The Firm (1972) was a business management textbook that developed
an account of a company based upon insights derived from the study of the human
nervous system. The book outlined the author's theory of viable systems practice.
When discussing Beerʼs ideas Eno wrote:
The variety of a system is the total range of its outputs, its total range of behavior.
All organic systems are probabilistic: they exhibit variety, and an organism's
flexibility (its adaptability) is a function of the amount of variety that it can generate
(Eno 1976, pp 279 - 83).

Brian Eno used Stafford Beerʼs terms including ʻvarietyʼ, ʻflexibilityʼ, and ʻadaptabilityʼ
to define probability. These terms are his preferred definitions to discuss the use of
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probability in the production of experimental music. As an example, Eno used a work
by Cornelius Cardew called, The Great Learning (1968 - 71), a work based on a
translation of Confucius by Ezra Pound.

Each word from the Confucian text was sung repetitively according to a numerical
system (found within the text) for the length of the singerʼs breath. Different singers
sang one word in repetition. One section of the text read: ʻIf the root be in confusion
nothing will be well governedʼ (Dennis 1971). The score was twenty-three pages in
length. The work began in a dissonant way, and the resonant frequency of the room
had an effect. In the performances I have seen there is usually more than ten but less
than twenty singers. Preference is given to untrained singers. The rich complexity of
voice and room physics, eventually create an overtone. At this point the work
achieves a different order of sonority. The effect is of a slow moving and
kaleidoscopic, sonic collage that is poignant and beautiful. Cardewʼs The Great
Learning shows the characteristic intermingling of elements that created its content,
the words sung and the environment in which it is performed; the context and the
material of its making produce the entity. This understanding was very important to
the development of the Everyone series (1977 – 1990) and to the other works
discussed in this thesis.

The Great Learning referenced the first of the four books of Confucianism selected by
the Confucian scholar Zhu Xi (1130 – 1200) during the Song dynasty (960 – 1279)
and Eno focused his discussion on the section named ʻParagraph 7ʼ. Eno described
The Great Learning as a ʻcompendium of organisational techniqueʼ and suggested
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that ʻa set of controls that are not stipulated in the score arise in performance and
that these controls are the real determinants of the nature of the pieceʼ (1976). Eno
considered ʻParagraph 7ʼ of ʻThe Great Learningʼ in order to exemplify his arguments
against the indeterminacy employed by John Cage:
Experimental music, unlike classical (or avant-garde) music, does not typically
offer instructions toward highly specific results, and hence does not normally
specify wholly repeatable configurations of sound. It is this lack of interest in the
precise nature of the piece that has led to the (I think), misleading description of
this kind of music as indeterminate (Eno 1976, pp279 – 83).

1.4.3: Probability
Enoʼs preference was to define, ʻ”a class of goals”, rather than a particular goal, as
distinct from the "goalless behavior” (indeterminacy), [which was] an idea that had
gained currency in the 1960sʼ (Eno 1976). Probability, he thought, created a
functional ʻvarietyʼ that offered more choice for potential action and or decisionmaking. Whereas Cage pointed to the broadest possible understanding of what an
art action might be, he nonetheless argued against probability, believing that making
choices required the artist to make judgments, leading to an unavoidable bias; hence
Cageʼs preference for Indeterminacy.

These two related but distinct ideas were important. The distinctions between
indeterminacy and probability represent different philosophical approaches to the
narrative, not only of experimental music, but experimental actions of all types.
Indeterminacy implicitly challenges authorship, narrative form, and the various
authorial means by which a work of art comes into being. Unlike Indeterminacy,
probability in this context, beyond the requirement to generate variety, also creates
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new classifications, and choices about which option to deploy. To use a probabilistic
process, subsets of information are created that can be tested against other sets
(options); a bias is required for composition, authorship, and so on.

Processes that involved probability were useful filters, tools for the investigation of
possibility in the creation of artworks in different media and provided the potential to
create an entity that had a ʻcapacity to produce and control varietyʼ, and to assimilate
“natural variety” and the “interference value” of the environmentʼ (Eno 1976 pp279 283).

Cageʼs dislike of bias was not my concern. Conscious of the value in each process, I
used both: indeterminacy in order to generate ideas, and probability to determine and
organise outcomes. Initially this took the form of stream of consciousness lists and
the use of dice to determine choice. Later the processes became embedded as a
consistent strategy, an intuitive force in my working process, developed from my
earliest work and up to and including the body of work created for this thesis,
Appropriated Circumstance (2012).

1.4.4: Aleatory
Another key element in the development of my early work was the concept of the
aleatory. In 1955, Werner Meyer-Eppler (1913 - 1960), a German physicist and
seminal theorist on the possibilities of electronic music, coined the term ʻaleatoricʼ to
describe forms of composition that are ʻdetermined in general but [which] depend on
chance in [the] detailʼ (1957), for instance where chance drives the rhythmic
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coordination of parts of a musical performance. The phrase ʻchance in [the] detailʼ is
important because aleatoric methods enabled an extant form to exist in the moment;
that is something written, performed, or installed in a previous time can be performed
each time, as if for the first time.

According to the Classical Archives website (2008) the Polish composer Witold
Lutoslawski (1913 - 1994) ʻtook his first step into aleatory after hearing a
performance of John Cageʼs Concerto for Piano in 1960ʼ. Lutoslawskiʼs, String
Quartet (1964) utilised four rhythmically independent strands simultaneously, yielding
wonderfully dense and elastic texturesʼ (Harley 2008). The composer, rather than
ignoring or subduing the variety generated in performance, constructs the piece so
that the variety - at certain controlled stages - becomes the substance of the music or
action.

For example, the four independent scores for String Quartet combine differently in a
sonic sense for each performance, as subtle timing shifts occur between the players.
Similarly but differently, in Recitative e Arioso for violin and pianoʼ (1951), time
signatures stop after a certain number of bars, so that despite trying to maintain the
existing timing, the performersʼ bodies must necessarily evolve a new timing using
their breath and heart beat. The performer is integrated into the score. Even the most
high calibre musicians seeking to work against error experience their playing-speeds
slowly shifting. After many bars, the time signature returns and the performers/
composition adjust to a predetermined time signature.
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By definition, indeterminacy is not adaptive to external scripting, and probability
requires a range of choices, however, aleatory can be a part of a highly scripted form,
and for my purposes, this is the difference and usefulness of these forms of chance.
In the works discussed below and throughout this thesis these types of chance
applied not only in sonic structures, but also in visually compelling installations.

1.4.5: Randomness
Percy Graingerʼs Random Round is also relevant here, because this particular work
has structures similar to those found in the works of Cage, Cardew and Eno. Percy
Grainger used the word ʻrandomʼ in naming the work, but described the word
precisely in his essay, The Impress of Personality in Unwritten Music (1915).
Working from his observations of Rarotongan part-singing (RPS), Grainger described
RPS as showing ʻgreat varietyʼ and as employing a ʻgreat range of personal choiceʼ.
The use of personal choice within the polyphony randomises the work:
It would be difficult to exaggerate the extent to which such traditional singers
embellish so-called "simple melodies" with a regular riot of individualistic
excrescences and idiosyncrasies of every kind, each detail of which, in the case
of the most gifted songsters at any rate, is a precious manifestation of real artistic
personality (Grainger 1915, pp421 – 422).

Graingerʼs interest was both compositional and ethno-musicological. Although he
studied many different types of folk music, the Rarotongan singing particularly
gripped him, and consequently he formed a passion for it. According to the musician
and linguist, Malcolm Gillies (1954 -) and music historian David Pear (1952 -)
Grainger placed Rarotongan part singing, number two in his top forty League table of
compositions and composers with Wagner at the top (Grainger, 2007).
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For my installation, Free Movies (1979) I constructed a self-generating system as a
part of the work that comprised sound and sculpture. This came about as a direct
consequence of reading Graingerʼs essay, ʻImpress of Personality on Unwritten
Musicʼ (1915). Graingerʼs writing on variety and its benefit is consistent with that of
Eno and Cage, and is remarkable for his time, predating John Cage by more than
twenty years. His essay triggered a response because of his definition of
randomness in the Raratongan choir, which he defined as a functional aspect of the
musical form, and as having a defining effect on the sonority of a performance.
Grainger wrote:
The various melodic lines as well as the whole character of the performance
showed great variety … while the harmonic and polyphonic happenings were
kaleidoscopic in their ever-changing aspects. It will be seen that a great range of
personal choice was left to all the members of this Rarotongan choir, in each of
whom a highly complex, delicate and critical sense for ensemble was imperative
(Grainger 1915, pp424 - 425).

And further,
It will be seen that a fairly large range of personal choice was allowed to
everyone taking part, and the effectiveness of the whole thing would depend
primarily on the natural sense for contrasts of form, color and dynamics displayed
by the various performers, and their judgment in entering and leaving the general
ensemble at suitable moments (Grainger 1915, pp425).

The method of chorusing that I used in Free Movies relied on an adaption of the
technological process called ʻtape delayʼ that Brian Eno used to create his 1975
album, Discreet Music. Tape delay works so that when live instrumental input or
voice is recorded to a tape delay system, the signal passes via recording tape
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between two machines - one recording and one playing back. The duration of the
output delay is dependant on the length of tape used. The output sounds are
rerecorded live during playback. In this way both new and old sounds are looped and
played back simultaneously. By using more than one loop it is possible to create
polyphony. Combined with repeated inputs, the delayed soundsʼ relationship to the
real-time sound creates a rich variety and detail that is unrepeatable.

However, this technique was not Enoʼs creation. ʻTape delay had been used
extensively by several composersʼ… The American Minimalist composer Terry Riley
(1935-) ʻmay have been the very first to compose a piece using the technique when
he created Music for the Gift in 1963…ʼ (Holmes 1985, p83). Experiments using
magnetic recording tape had been ongoing since magnetic tape became
commercially available in the 1940ʼs (Holmes 1985, p79). Eno used sound physics,
two tape recorders and other instruments to create a sonic accumulation and variety.
This is similar to the ʻever changing aspectsʼ Grainger refers to in his essay on
Rartongan part singing.

For example the physical behaviour of the sound in Enoʼs Discreet music, Cardewʼs
The Great Learning and Graingerʼs Random Round, have similar structures, but of
differing complexity. The sonority of each work uses different types of pitch that
overlap through time. However these pitches were not constructed in order to be
interwoven, as they would be for example in the form of a traditional fugue1.

1

A fugue in music is a composed contrapuntal composition in which a short melody or phrase (the subject) is introduced by one
part and successively taken up by others and developed by interweaving through time.
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The pitches mix and create complex tonalities relative to the space they are
performed in, relative to the scale of the performance and also importantly the unique
differences between the various compositional forms. It is the performance of the
sounds that organises them, not the composer. The sound of these works is not fully
controlled by the composer or the musician because the desired sonic behaviour
relies on sound physics, and an organic although shifting polyphony. The interaction
of the sound frequencies creates unique combinations that are never static.

The mechanistic aspects of Discreet Music with its acoustic feedback and electronic
machine form might seem at odds and removed from the grouped human voices in a
Raratongan choir, or Cardewʼs The Great Learning. However much of this work,
including my own work at that time, may be understood as conceptually, if not
compositionally analogous. The idea appropriated by me from these compositions
was to do with the self-generating capacity within these different types of composition
and installations in which unrepeatable events occur.

For example, in my installation, Free Movies (1979) electronic voices; tape recorders,
and film projectors were deployed to create an aural environment analogous to the
dynamic described by Grainger above, and to the tape delay system used by Eno in
Discreet Music. Around this time, I also read about Graingerʼs composition Free
Music no.1 (1935) first scored for string quartet, but later rescored for an early
electronic instrument called a Theremin. This music, with its seamless gradations of
pitch, sounds like a distant precursor of the Dr Who theme (Gilles 2006, p12). In
addition to this, came my discovery of Graingerʼs Kangaroo Pouch Method of
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Synchronising and Playing 8 Oscillators, at the Grainger Museum, University of
Melbourne (see figure one).

A beautiful loom-like installation, Graingerʼs early musical synthesizer comprised
wood,

cardboard

and

oscillators,

but

the

principal

glue

was

Graingerʼs

experimentation and desire to liberate music. Graingerʼs idea of ʻfreeing musicʼ
appealed to me given my approach to the developing mixed media and premultimedia installations of the late 1970s and led to the title of my work Free Movies,
discussed in more detail later in this chapter (1.6).

Figure 1 Kangaroo-Pouch Method Of Synchronising & Playing 8 Oscillators Percy Grainger (1952)

1.5: Defining a place using chance processes and repetition
In defining a place for my own work in 1977, I also looked closely at Sol LeWittʼs
ideas and works. I was fascinated by the contrast between Cageʼs ideas of
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indeterminacy and LeWittʼs minimalist grids. My first move was a simple action, a
juxtaposition of people and space, a ʻperformance collageʼ called Grid (1977), (see
figure 2). Grid (1977) was an action based on indeterminacy in a restrained space
that deployed the predictive rationalism of a grid and the randomness of nine
unknown performances taking place simultaneously in a single location. The nine
performers each chose his or her own action. They could do whatever they wanted
provided they stayed within a cell of the grid. The grid was defined by rope stretched
between trees in an old olive grove that had become public space in North Adelaide,
South Australia. The structure was important in that it provided a reason and a
relatively unframed space for the actions. I wanted to remove my identity from the
work, thereby reducing the involvement of my judgment or bias. As a discreet work
displaced from its originator, I sought to distribute the authorship more broadly.

Figure 2. Grid performance, 1977

Ironically, my greatest dissatisfaction with Grid was the impossibility of containing,
and controlling the work beyond what it was in the moment. Within the grid, there
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were interesting moments, but they slipped past, lost forever. The workʼs deepest
conceits were matched by an equal and contradictory temporality. Whilst deliberately
reliant on indeterminate events, Grid was restricted by its indeterminacy. On seeing
the performance, I wanted more authorship, and more precision.

The Everyone Series encompassed more than twenty works made over a thirteenyear period (1977 - 1990), and whilst each one was different, they did display
similarities. Each work involved the use of a chorus whether mechanical or human,
but there was no chorus in Grid. Grid was the first work I had made where others
were asked to participate, and the first performance I had consciously conceived. I
decided to set up a basic structure and see what happened. The work reached a
point where it could only stop; if it were music, Grid might be regarded as a slow,
uncontrolled crescendo into chaos.

After the work had finished, the residual image was of rope strung between trees,
and small pieces of paper blowing about - the artist David Watt (1952 – 1998) had
torn up his poems while sitting in a tree - as well as scraps of alumina foil and burnt
cardboard solids from another performer, and some of the audienceʼs snack
wrappers. I did enjoy the image of green brown grass parkland populated by old olive
trees in their own grid with the detritus of my performance marking out a section of
the view as some bits of paper blew around the scene. I wanted to make another
work immediately. No one stayed to help clean up.

In reflecting on my art practice before the writing of this paper, I read the French
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philosopher Henri Bergson (1859 – 1941). In his collection of lectures and essays,
The Creative Mind (1946) Bergson wrote about the futility of projecting a particular
outcome when making an artwork. While I do not intend to expand on his ideas in
detail, it is clear that Bergson assumed the inevitability of a high degree of chance
and serendipity in the production of any artwork. Bergson argued that ʻtruthʼ was
something that happens to an idea, and which has practical consequences for action.
Truth in this context is understood as an active relationship between an idea and
events that may change according to the flow of some reality or other. As Israeli
Professor of Philosophy, Ruth Lorand wrote in her essay, ʻBergsonʼs Concept of Artʼ,
ʻ[t]here are no governing principles to substantiate the impression of necessity or to
define how things should beʼ (1999, p404). To suggest that there are governing
principles, that there is some overarching order, or distinct harmony to work within, to
my mind precludes a range of possibilities:
We imagine that everything which occurs could have been foreseen by any
sufficiently informed mind, and that, in the form of an idea, it was thus preexistent to its realisation; an absurd conception in the case of a work of art
(Bergson 1946, p22).

I relate Bergsonʼs ideas to the way that I make art. I understand that intuition drives
my working process. Throughout the duration of the development and production of
an artwork, the form and content merge as materials, spatial concerns, aesthetics,
taste etc, may lead in different directions with potentially unpredictable outcomes. Yet
ultimately, a lack of rules or governing principles produces a more sustaining order as
the

entity

(artwork)

unfolds.

Bergson

understood

contradiction,

inherent

unpredictability, and continuous change as a part of our collective condition. The core
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to this understanding for me is Bergsonʼs acknowledgement of the lack of separation
between form and content in art (Lorand 1999, p 405).

Relating Bergsonʼs concept about the lack of ʻgoverning principlesʼ to Cageʼs ideas,
the ʻactiveʼ, ʻchangingʼ relationship between idea and event may be understood as
commensurate with art, because art expresses its own order, which is unpredictable,
and therefore unrepeatable (Lorand 1999, p403). Similarly, writer Gertrude Stein
defined repeatability as repetition and insistence in her essay, ʻPortraits and
Repetitionʼ (1935): ʻIt is very like a frog hopping he cannot hop exactly the same
distance or the same way of hopping at every hop (in Posman 2009, p46).

The dilemma I faced with ʻGridʼ was that I had not yet developed a way of utilising the
ideas and forms that randomness and temporality created - those things that passed
before me suggesting ideas and patterns - even though the structures I used were
successful in generating variety.

In his 1957 address, ʻExperimental Musicʼ presented at the convention of the Music
Teachers National Association in Chicago, John Cage stated that experimental music
was ʻnot concerned with harmoniousnessʼ but rather the ʻcoexistence of dissimilarsʼ.
He continued, ʻThis disharmony, to paraphrase Bergsonʼs statement about disorder,
is simply a harmony to which many are unaccustomedʼ. Cage was referring to
perception, recognising a broader palette of connections, associations and
understandings. Considering ʻdisharmonyʼ as another form of order fitted with Cageʼs
concept of indeterminacy as a tool for broadening our perception of things.
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According to Bergson, indeterminacy is a tool of perception. ʻIt is the indeterminacy
that implies perception… that is, a variable relation between the living being and the
influences (more or less distant) of the objects that interest itʼ (Geurlac 2006, p108).

From Bergsonʼs observation it may be inferred that a state exists in which predictions
are entirely impossible and where order will prevail despite novelty. Art is the
principal paradigm for this peculiar type of order; it compels us to accept the fact that
beside the intellectual deterministic order there exists another order that does not
allow for predictions (Lorand 1999, p404). In writing about indeterminacy and
probability through Cage and Bergson, I have suggested that the outcomes of art
making cannot be fully predictable whether or not chance procedures are employed.

I now want to touch on ideas of insistence and repetition, and the connections
between insistence and repetition. As Gertrude Steinʼs hopping frog attests, the
connection between insistence and repetition is critical, supporting Bergsonʼs idea
that ʻgeometric thinkingʼ or ʻspatial thinkingʼ - understood as intellectual knowledge is static and only part of the perceptual process. Movement and repetition (durational
perception) enhance our perception of differences, similarities, consistency, and
inconsistencies, to create a landscape full of possibility. As Ruth Lorand writes:
Bergson considers duration perception (intuition) as the reliable channel for
comprehending the true nature of things, whereas spatial (geometrical) thinking
has only pragmatic values. Bergson does not dismiss intellectual knowledge: he
merely wishes to limit its range and redefine its scope. Although the intellect is
not designed for true knowledge, it has an important function
(Lorand 1999, p 401).
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As the act of doing changes through repetition, so too the spectatorʼs experience of
repetition will change as the mind responds to changing inputs throughout the
duration of an action. This idea is also similar to Bergson's theories on time, intuition
and order. Repetition here is like insistence, because if exact repetition were
possible; that is, if a thing were called back in time to be itself again, the listener or
viewer would have to inhabit precisely the same perceptual state as the first time the
entity was experienced. The perception of an entity cannot be static.

Chance procedures are about the act of prediction, but in themselves are not
predictive, they are not a static process. For instance, Indeterminacy cannot be
referred to as predictive, because predictability requires consideration and predefinition. In Cageʼs view, creative decisions from outside a work, that is decisions
made that are not from within the flow of a work or process, lead to split decisions. In
ʻComposition as Processʼ (Silence 1958, p39), Cage refers to the performance of a
work by the American Composer Christian Wolff (1934-) called Duo II for Pianists
(1965). Cage states that the performerʼs task is to remove feelings and taste, to
remain disinterested in the ego, not ʻattaching himself to this or that, leaving by his
performance no traces, provided by his actions, no interruption to the fluency of
natureʼ (Silence p39). I think it is clear from Silence and his other writings that Cage
would argue the same process of non-intervention for any artist or interpreter.

Gertrude Stein argues against the splitting of intention in her essay, ʻWhat Are
Master-Pieces And Why Are There So Few Of Them?ʼ (1936). Steinʼs essay makes a
similar point to Cage about disinterest when she discusses necessity and intention.
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Stein illustrates how the intention to write for ʻstrangersʼ implies a purposefulness that
reduces the writing because writingʼs status as an entity, a thing of distinct and
independent existence, is compromised by identifying the writing with another
purpose, as if it were instrumentalist in some way; as if usefulness was a determinant
of truth.
I once wrote in writing I write for myself and strangers but that was merely a
literary formalism for if I did write for myself and strangers if I did I would not
really be writing because already then identity would take the place of entity. It is
awfully difficult, action is direct and effective but after all action is necessary and
anything that is necessary has to do with human nature and not with the human
mind. Therefore a master-piece has essentially not to be necessary, it has to be
that is it has to exist but it does not have to be necessary it is not in response to
necessity as action is because the minute it is necessary it has in it no possibility
of going on (Gertrude Stein 1936, P 2).

1.6: Pattern and chaos: Bicycle Race
A brief overview of Bicycle Race (1978) (see figure 3) is useful because this work is
indicative of a variety of influences that informed my thinking, and which led to the
development of the concepts and processes that ultimately lead to the making of
Appropriated Circumstance. The making of Grid fostered a desire to author a
structure that both participated in the action, yet changed because of the action. The
structure of Bicycle Race linked ideas and patterns, and was made in part, as a selforganising artwork, a participatory structure.

The structure for Bicycle Race relied on a two-dimensional double helix that formed a
track, an infinity path for pushbikes to travel on. The double helix was drawn in chalk
and then writ large in plain flour so that any deviation from the path was recorded
37

Derek Kreckler Ontological Fragments: The construction of artworks beyond their materiality 2010 - 2012

(drawn) onto the roadway, as the bicyclesʼ tires redistributed the flour. Many
rehearsals helped to control a careering bicycle, and taught the participating artists
how to fall against fences and brick walls.

Thirteen bicyclists and bicycles participated according to a descending order of bike
quality, ranging from the very best bike, and ending with one that lacked a seat and
chain. Starting one at a time, at every two laps another bicycle would enter. The
piece was at first precise like a clock but then became chaotic. The action was very
funny but disturbing. The performers were running / cycling this way and that, to
avoid each other, some crashing at speed into walls, sometimes several cyclists
stopped like a knot on the line of the track.

Figure 3 Bicycle Race, performance 1978

At first, the work was graceful, but after a time the cyclists had to ride defensively;
avoidance techniques began. Overcrowding on the track eventually marred the

38

Derek Kreckler Ontological Fragments: The construction of artworks beyond their materiality 2010 - 2012

constant repetition of the infinity circuit until there was confusion, collisions and
general mayhem. Following a signal from me the bikes and busted bits left as they
came in, one at a time. The last riders returned some contrasting elegance to the
image as they weaved in and out along the helix. After their departure, the roadway
resembled a crazy drawing. The chaos and confusion of the performance remained
on the bitumen in flour and chalk circles and scribbles as if made by a large drawing
machine of many independent parts. Short gusts lifted the flour into low clouds
blowing the drawing to different places.

1.7: Tape loops and feedback: Free Movies
Free Movies (1979) was an installation that used audio and film loops designed to
integrate a variety of sonic inputs into some kind of harmonic order. I wanted to make
a complete thing from fragments. Free Movies was a sonic system that acoustically
self-generated when recombined with prerecorded material. The work self-destructed
after five hours.

The originating sound for the work was the sound of the machines within the
installation. This included five Super8 film projectors and five reel-to-reel magnetic
stereo tape recorders. The operating sounds of these machines were recorded in
situ, from different angles and distances to create a variety of sonic textures such as
buzzing, humming, and the sound of sprockets.

Once the cycle of recording a loop was complete, the recording stopped, and the
loop then switched to playback, so each recorded sound added to the next sound to
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be recorded, until finally the last loop was left in record mode with its output
constantly added to the mix of prerecorded sounds. The 'open air' live-room
recording consistently added to the atmosphere of the work as it also included the
roomʼs resonance. At no point did the sound repeat itself, although it is insistent on
first hearing. Like Gertrude Steinʼs hopping frogs, insistence suggests repetition but,
in fact, there was actually a great deal of variety in the sounds, and their behaviour
over time.

There were ten different audio channels whose audibility depended on the position of
the tape loop within the looped sequence. The soundsʼ volume and pitch changed
according to the position of the loop within the sequence. The outputs accumulated
and mixed in the gallery space. The polyphony reached chorus points when the
different loops content aligned. The galleryʼs resonant frequency, excited by the
sounds from the installation, caused an overtone that was periodically diminished by
phase cancellation2.

Visually the first impression of the works was analogous to the surface of water; the
grid of tape and film bobbed about as they travelled between the machines. Five
small rectangles of light about the size of an average post-card could be seen, and at
the time I referred to these as 'the images'; note the small squares of light on the wall
shown in figure 4.

2

Phase cancellation occurs when two interacting waves meet at a point where they are in opposite phase, interference will
occur. Depending on how this happens the waves can reinforce or weaken each other. Complete cancellation can occur when
two waves are equal to each other but one of the waves is inverted. This principal is commonly used to suppress and or filter
sound in various industries were noise is an issue.
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During the audio playback the galleryʼs resonance increased in volume, however
feedback did not occur, because the loops would soon fall out of sequence thereby
reducing the source of the resonance. The recombination of elements from the work
involved feeding the sound of the system (or parts of the sound) back into the system
to create an accumulation of sounds. The feedback of sonic information was,
recombined ad infinitum.

The work exposed the technology of its production. Old fishing line, reels and beer
bottles, concrete cinder blocks various bits were scavenged to prop and anchor the
system. One hundred and twenty metres of tape and film from the reel-to-reel
recorders and the projectors, was suspended above the floor and held, tensioned by
the fishing line and reels acting as various turnbuckles; chaotic but ordered, its
difference was repeatable. The tape loops flapping independently in a grid looked
watery. I thought of the work then as a model of something broken or incomplete but
timeless. The entire effect was absorptive.

Critical to the production of the works cited in this chapter was the belief that within
an entity there should not be a secondary entity, a surface or part that is not of the
thing itself. My intention was to be vigilant in this by refusing options that included
embellishment, or the need for anything surplus, and to supply and support only
those parts required for the functioning of the system.

The workʼs minimal form was very important because it addressed the function of the
installation, the entity required no more and no less. Nothing was specifically
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manufactured. I used found objects and seemingly random things to create the
installation, always keeping in my initial intention to make a complete thing from
fragments. This contributed unanticipated elements to the look and sound of the
work, yet the work itself was coherent and finally announced itself in situ as a thing,
an entity. Perhaps this cohesion might be understood in light of Ruth Lorandʼs
reading of Bergson on predictability, whereby Bergson argued that while art cannot
be predictable, it nonetheless leads to a kind of order (Lorand p414 1999).

Figure 4 Free Movies (detail) South Australian School of Art Gallery 1978

Free Movies allowed me to explore many of the ideas that went onto inform my later
works. In particular it was foundational to the work, White Pointer: you are listening to
the sounds of humans watching fish, discussed in Chapter 2.

1.8: Repetition and chorus - Words Fill Me
For the 8th Sydney Biennale: The Readymade Boomerang: Certain Relations in 20th
Century Art, I created the performance Fill (1990). It was a one-off performance that
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took six months to prepare and rehearse (see figure 5). The work evolved from
experiments in performance undertaken over the preceding seven years. The long
preparation periods of many of these performances underscore the intense rehearsal
and other preparation required.

Fill (1990) is the final work in the Everyone Series. It consisted of a sixteen-person
chorus, all mouthing the word ʻeveryoneʼ, beginning in silence and then building to a
voiced crescendo over a period of around thirty minutes. The performers sat on small
stools buried in 28,000 loosely mounded beer cans. The cans extended from a very
high internal sandstone wall at the rear of the performance space into the audience.
The site for Fill was the Cell Block Theatre, previously a colonial womenʼs prison in
Sydney. The Biennale of Sydney arranged the location.

The audience mostly viewed the performance from the front. Projected onto the wall
behind the performers was a five-metre high, primarily black and white video
occasionally depicting cascading beer cans every so often the words: ʻWORDSʼ,
ʻFILLʼ, ʻMEʼ, appeared singly in large scale, at other times a grid of the word ʻWORDʼ
rotating horizontally, formed patterns and moved at fast and slow tempi, at different
times occupying the entire screen space (see plates 5, 6 and 7, 8, 9 and 10).

The text and other imagery was intermittent, occurring every so often during the
performance. Pre-recorded snare drums built slowly throughout the crescendo but
never louder than the performersʼ utterances, until the very last moment, and then
only to leave the audience to doubt whether they had actually heard any percussion
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at all. In preparation for this work the participating performers rehearsed breathing
and enunciation exercises. To be effective the slow crescendo from silence to
maximum loudness occurred over thirty minutes, requiring a high degree of vocal
discipline. The point at which the sound first began to be audible generated many
imaginings and atmospheres for the listener.

Figure 5 Fill Detail (Performers) 1990

Fill is exemplary of the Everyone series in that it created an active space that might
be understood as ʻauraticʼ in the sense that a tangible force occurred around the
performers. While the image was static, the work was acoustic and vibratory,
generating an almost physical response in the audience. There was a perceivable
tension in the room that eventually erupted into applause at the end of the work. This
culminating performance in the Everyone series was defined by a chorus that
articulated, principally, a single word in repetition, and yet was highly evocative and
sonically colourful. The resonant peaks of the performance became indeterminate
and acoustically wild; the room became a landscape with many perspectives.
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Because the sound was chaotic before it found an order, the polyphony became a
shifting overtone ranging between the different pitches provided by the performers.
The sound of human voice surrounded the listener. Secondly, and in apparent
opposition to my previous point, the constant repetition of a single word suggested
containment. No matter how different the variation of the sound within the piece, or
how many re-combinations of the sound occurred through different timing and room
resonance, the sonority suggested some kind of habituated existence. It suggested,
that the performers were trapped, had always been trapped, perhaps entrenched in
habit, perhaps in a habituated culture. The Irish playwright Samuel Beckett (1906 1989) wrote in Waiting for Godot, ʻAstride of a grave and a difficult birth. Down the
hole lingeringly, the gravedigger puts on the forceps. We have time to grow old. The
air is full of our cries. He listens. But habit is a great deadener (1954, p59).

Figure 6 FILL Biennale of Sydney 1990

Habit seems to be as much an unnatural phenomenon as it is both common and

45

Derek Kreckler Ontological Fragments: The construction of artworks beyond their materiality 2010 - 2012

acceptable. Habit exists as if it were a natural law. In a subjective human way of
thinking we feel we deserve any repeated benefit. Repetition seduces us because it
intrigues perception. However, the universe does not display subjectivity, even if it
has some statistical regularity. The American polymath Charles Senders Peirce
(1839 – 1914) noted that the habits that nature displayed appear in varying degrees
of entrenched or congealed form:
At one end of the spectrum, we have the nearly law-like behavior of larger
physical objects like boulders and planets; but at the other end of the spectrum,
we see in human processes of imagination and thought an almost pure freedom
and spontaneity; and in the quantum world of the very small we see the results of
almost pure chance (Burch 2010).

1.9 Conclusion: an end to Everyone
The Everyone Series occupied my thinking for thirteen years. I came to think of these
works – connected by ideas around probability, variety and indeterminism – as
ʻConceptual Theatresʼ (SCA MA Thesis, 1990). Henri Bergsonʼs views on durational
perception, which he called ʻintuitionʼ, have been most useful. Bergson saw intuition
as a ʻreliable channel for comprehending the true nature of thingsʼ (Bergson in
Lorand 1999, p401).

In 1991 I was awarded a fellowship as part of the resident artists programme at the
Institute for Art and Urban Resources Inc PS1 New York. PS1 is one of the largest
and oldest institutions in the United States dedicated solely to contemporary art. The
building, dating from 1892, served as the first school in Long Island City, hence the
acronym PS1 (Public School number 1). It is located in the Long Island City
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neighborhood of New York City. This was an important move and signaled an end to
the Everyone series.

New York offered many influences. I began two works prior to leaving Australia for
New York, the video work Decoy (1992), and one of these, the sound installation
White Pointer- You are listening to the sounds of humans observing fish (1992 -) is
discussed in the following chapter. In dwelling on some of my early work in this
chapter I have traced the influences of chance processes that continue to be
fundamental to my work as an artist and which have ultimately led to the installation
works within my doctoral exhibition, Appropriated Circumstance 2012.
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Figure 7 FILL detail (WORDS) Cell Block Darlinghurst, Biennale of Sydney 1990
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Figure 8 FILL detail (FILL) Cell Block Theatre, Biennale of Sydney 1990
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Figure 9 FILL detail (ME) Cell Block Darlinghurst, Biennale of Sydney 1990
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Figure 10 FILL detail (falling beer cans) Cell Block Darlinghurst, Biennale of Sydney 1990
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Chapter 2
White Pointer – Humans observing fish at the New York Aquarium
(1991 - ongoing).

2.1: Background
This chapter further explores art making beyond materiality leading up to the series
Appropriated Circumstance. It outlines and examines persistent as well as changing
aspects of my approach to art-making using the sound installation, White Pointer –
Humans observing fish at the New York Aquarium (referred to hereafter as White
Pointer) as a key example. The development of White Pointer was triggered by a
variety of events consistent with themes dating back to earlier work, and in
particular, Free Movies (1978), discussed in Chapter 1. The influence of
compositional strategies are still present in this work although increasingly implicit
rather than explicit. Sol LeWittʼs ʻSentences on Conceptual Artʼ (1969), underpins
this investigation into how decisions were made, and influenced the conceptual
scaffolding, and arguably also the methodology employed in the construction of the
works.

This chapter discusses the making of White Pointer, conceptually, practically, and
technologically. It also reflects on some of my personal experiences of working in the
fishing industry that informs my understanding of the catastrophic impact of
commercial fishing practices on marine life and habitat globally.

In form, White Pointer (1991 -) is a multi channel sound installation that uses audio,

52

Derek Kreckler Ontological Fragments: The construction of artworks beyond their materiality 2010 - 2012

time and repetition. It comprises 5 audio stations along a gallery wall, and makes a
feature of elements that at first might seem secondary to the installation such as the
cabling, the taxonomic plaques and the lighting. Like Free Movies, White Pointer
uses ʻsoundʼ to refer to the act of looking, although it was less concerned with the
rectitude of sound physics and how they might serve as a self-generating and/or selfregulating system. White Pointer considered how the ʻimageʼ might be both hidden
and present simultaneously, identifiable only through the experience of the work in its
totality. As a non-representational work, White Pointer was a thing in and of itself. In
contrast to the visual playfulness of Free Movies, White Pointer was strict. Both
works dealt with concepts of viewing, and the means by which content and image
function within an installation, however White Pointer also took on a cultural identity.
It used recordings of people speaking - their voices and speech patterns – both as
phenomena and content.

Initially conceived in 1990, White Pointer was developed during my residency at PS1
(1991-1992). The residency offered a large studio space, and an extended period of
time, both of which were invaluable in the development and construction of the work.
The audio recording process and production took place over 6 months, during which
time I travelled regularly to the Aquarium on Coney Island from my Long Island
studio, and onto the Harvestworks sound studio on Manhattan where the technical
audio production and editing was undertaken.

2.2: Gone fishing
Dealing with the apparently inevitable violence against natural systems, and in
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particular our oceans, White Pointer seeks to question how we think about the natural
world, how it is framed and discussed in our everyday lives.

The audio content consists of edited and anonymous sound bites of overhead
conversations by visitors to the New York Aquarium, and their casual chat as they
observe the various fish and displays of marine habitat that make up the Aquarium.
The sound component was surreptitiously recorded at the Aquarium over several
months in order to create spoken-word impressions of the marine inhabitants of the
aquarium. The work might thus be understood as an archaeology of human attitudes
to creatures that inhabit the aquarium, far from the oceans in which the many species
were captured.

Titles are important to me; when they work they function as a condensed statement
about the work itself. The title, White Pointer – You are listening to the sounds of
humans observing fish, says something about the context of the work in a slightly
absurd, even deadpan manner; the matter-of-fact referencing of the infamous
predator, the ʻWhite Pointerʼ helped in this regard. I wanted a title that was neither too
poetic or dramatic, a title that came from the everyday and that literally referred to the
subject, that is humans observing fish.

During the research phase it became

apparent to me that many visitors to the aquarium, whose casual conversation I
recorded, understood very little of what they were looking at. Even though visitors
were beguiled by the experience, their comments about the fishes and mammals on
display, referred to them not as living species but in terms of consumption –
entertainment of food - or fear. Little or no empathy was expressed. The aquariumʼs
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inhabitants remained mysterious and ʻotherʼ to most visitors.
Figure 11 shows an advertisement for a Halloween display from the New York
Aquarium web site designed to attract visitors during Halloween (accessed October
2011). The word 'aquarium' is replaced by 'A-Scarium', presumably as a humorous
marketing phrase to attract children. The image shows a crudely cut 'Halloween style'
pumpkin head and octopus tentacle. The accompanying text reads, 'Visit our spooky
shipwreck and enjoy magic, music, story telling and more'. The tension between
entertainment as a lure to attract visitors, and the aquariumʼs important scientific role
as educative institution is interesting. I often felt a lack of reality between how
specimens were presented and what it all meant in the greater scheme of things; the
interrelations within the natural world and the human effect on those relationships (to
the viewers). Largely because of my experiences working in the fishing industry (see
ʻ40 Daysʼ – 2.8 in this chapter), I was well aware of the devastating ravages of the
fishing industry and the pressing need to conserve marine life and habitat.

Itʼs difficult to understand why people do not challenge the impact of apparently
endless growth in a world of finite natural resources. Important factual information
and scientific evaluation around the effects of industrialised fishing appears in the
Census Of Marine Life (The Census), a 10-year exploration by 2,700 scientists from
80 nations that began in 2010 (accessed 10/01/2012, http://www.coml.org/).

Many things drive an artist to create work: feelings, ideas, obsessions and
experiences. My own experiences in the fishing industry caused me to think deeply
about the people I worked with on the boats. Their world was not mine and never
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could be. I came to believe that our perception slips, and that for whatever reason,
we have certain information ʻblack spotsʼ regarding matters of grave importance to
life on our planet - whether through ignorance or skepticism that leads us to doubt the
possibility of action or individual agency. For many of us, action is perhaps too hard
or seems to place lifestyle or income in jeopardy, and is best left for those who are
better equipped – or at least someone else – to deal with. White Pointer is a
speculation in response to these apparent slips in perception.

Figure 11. Screen shot from the New York Aquarium web site (accessed 04/10/2011)

The installation was not didactic, and I could never be certain as to its effect. It was
first and foremost an artwork and was not conceived as polemical. However it was an
affecting work, faceted and atmospheric. The reason for sublimating political raison in
this, and many other (of my) works, is due to my belief that ideas are multivalent. The
viewers bring to their experience of the work many ideas, feelings and experiences
that the artist may not have thought of, and has no access to. As noted previously, an
artwork is more than the sum of its parts, more than the artist intends in the making;
as an entity it has its own life.
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2.3: Sound, image & text
While the title of the work clearly plays on the idea of watching and being seen, and
the layout of speakers and the wall plaques allude to place, in the installed work there
are no visuals of the marine life under discussion to be seen. What is visible are the
sound playback devices, the taxonomic texts, and the power supply system essential
to the delivery of the electronics. It was these items - essential to the functional
operation of the work – that created the visual experience of the installation.

The placement of each element of the installation was carefully thought through in
order to create a sense of balance within the space, with each playing an equal role
in defining the spatial parameters of the work. This installation design, from the
original exhibition held at PS1 in New York City, was used in all subsequent iterations
of the work with minimum variation. Taxonomic plaques identified the place where
the recordings were made: for instance, taxonomic descriptions from the tanks citing
species characteristic locations within the various oceans and seas, and other habitat
references brought the aquarium into the gallery. The plaques in the installation were
quoted verbatim from the New York Aquariumʼs taxonomic information.

The

taxonomy used defines family, genus, species, habitat, scale, etc. (see figure 12).
The constituent elements within the work were kept to a minimum; the ʻspectacleʼ
reduced to ʻpointersʼ, as in to indicate. The hegemony of western culture brings with it
certain responsibilities. This is another allusion within the workʼs title. ʻWhite Pointerʼ
was a play on name of the primary predator The great white shark, scientific name,
Carcharodon carcharias, also known as the ʻgreat whiteʼ, ʻwhite pointerʼ, ʻwhite
sharkʼ, or ʻwhite deathʼ may be understood as a pun given the impact of ʻwhite menʼ
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and colonisation around the world.

Figure 12 White Pointer 1999, speaker and plaque detail

The recording, development and construction of the installation occurred in an orderly
way. Although the actual making effected little change to the work as it had been
conceived, to suggest the construction was mechanical would be misleading. Many
items had to be designed and then constructed or purchased away from the studio.
Of primary concern was how the various power and audio cables would be disposed
within the spatial arrangement of objects and plaques. The editing of sound was
essential, deciding which of the recordings would be used and why. To maintain an
ethical relationship with the work, the recordings had to refer to the specimens in
some way. I thought then as now that the process was akin to street photography. I
selected those recordings that were the cleanest and most audible in their
relationship to the various marine specimens.

The sound was hushed and only comprehensible when in close proximity to the
speakers and plaque. When close to a speaker, aquarium visitorʼs response to a
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particular species can be heard. The fact that there are five stereo audio sources at
low volume created a low continuous murmur in the space. The form of the
installation and the lighting were integral in creating atmosphere and created an
affecting resonance. The visual form of the work was very open and spatial, without
clutter. Five plaques, speakers, minidisks and shelves resembling altars lined one
wall of the space. The altar-like units were placed equidistant, suggesting the type of
spacing found in the aquarium displays. For exhibition I stipulated that the gallery
should otherwise be plain, with lighting (dimming) control and empty, particularly of
other artworks.

2.4: Changing technologies
White Pointer was begun in 1991, and has had two different incarnations: the first at
PS1 in 1992 and nine years later in 2001 at the Art Gallery of Western Australia in
Perth. The ten-year gap since the recording and editing process began in New York
meant that the technology to produce the work had changed. While the 1992 version
relied on analogue cassette tapes for audio playback, the 2001 version used digital
mini disks. Note the differences between the designs of the speakers shown in figure
12. The original cassette version of the work was also shown at the Victorian Centre
for Photography in Melbourne, Victoria (1992) and at the Art Gallery of New South
Wales (1994). The second version (2001) was first exhibited at the Art Gallery of
Western Australia (AGWA).

Other differences in the material features of the installation included significant
changes - not only in sound playback but also in the lighting which had taken place
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since the work was first produced - were accommodated by AGWA in this exhibition,
to ensure the best possible playback, and to keep the workʼs technology up to date.

Nevertheless the content of the work did not change; the same recordings were
used. It interested me that the audio files, unlike an aging photograph taking on a
different patina with time, remained trapped in their digital state. The audio files will
always sound the same; always create the same sonic image. By the time of the
AGWA exhibition, the audio recordings were ten years old. The recordings were
resonant and confirmed my thoughts regarding the similarities between White Pointer
and the potential effect and affect of photography, by which I mean that in its
experiential quality, this work created a sonic picture that portrayed the aquarium
perhaps even more clearly than a photograph could by offering a temporal image of
location.

Figure 13 - White Pointer, speaker detail: left, New York, USA 1992 / right, Perth WA, 2001

Rebuilding the work for AGWA using an updated form of technology while retaining
the original content, allowed me to feel that the work stood the test of time
conceptually and formally. I had always planned to rebuild the work for new contexts,
each time adapting the work to allow for technological developments in audio
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playback and lighting, and in turn a new version of the work. White Pointer is still an
ongoing project though it will, no doubt, look considerably different the next time it is
shown.

As noted above, the physical set-up for different versions of White Pointer continues
to be important. In particular, the design for the electrical and audio cabling is strict;
its presence seeks to suggest organisational authority - bureaucracy even - and
control. In 1992, when the work was first exhibited, wireless technology was
uncommon. In 2012 however, it would be simple to dispense with the featured wiring
and cabling, instead routing the audio wirelessly to the speakers from a discrete
location. In order to do that, however, I would have to rethink the work, to make a
new work. White Pointer would necessarily take on a different character because the
exposure of connectivity and reliance on power through the wiring and other details
were and remain central to the work.

White Pointer had a subtext, or invisible narrative embedded in the technology used
to produce the work - not just the cabling, but also the electricity used to run
appliances that featured as visible and necessary elements of the work. As in Free
Movies, the abundance of recording tape and film, and in particular, the exposed and
serpentine excess of the electrical cables in ʻFree Moviesʼ and the tightly controlled
formal arrangement of cabling in White Pointer referenced electrical energy, intended
to make visible electricityʼs otherwise hidden command and control functions.

Electricity, invisible yet fundamental, is the defining and constituent phenomenon in
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the making of these works: without it, these works could not have occurred; the world
of Free Movies and White Pointer would not exist; ipso facto the world would not exist
in the manner it does today. Equally the alternating frequencies and resonance
produced in Free Movies – the sound physics - was understood as a narrative
element; creating these elements was also a reason for making the work and an
important part of the visual content. Figure 13 illustrates the significant role of
electrical cabling in both works.

Figure 14 Free Movies 1978, cabling detail

White Pointer 2001, cabling detail

2.5: Content and Order in White Pointer and Free Movies
The similarities and differences between the two works Free Movies (1978) and
White Pointer (1992 - 2001) highlights how ʻWhite Pointer with its distinctive content
and ordered approach to form, represented a new way of working, and was thus
conceptually connected yet dissimilar in appearance to the apparent chaos of Free
Movies. Although the production processes were subtly different, there were also
similarities. For example, both works used repetition for content delivery and each
referred to the technology that carried the work as a part of their content. Free
Movies began as an experiment - I had an end in sight - but the work evolved as I
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followed, and sometimes led the process. There was a great deal of play and
spontaneity in the making of Free Movies. It was a rollicking process with every step
an experiment.

Conversely, White Pointer was understood as a completed entity even before the
mechanics of making it were understood let alone undertaken. The image of the work
was only partly realised during the process of making, but the central idea of
recording people looking at fish and a minimalist display of the technology and its
system began the work. I believed the content delivery required a certain protocols.
From the outset, I understood it as a requiem for loss of life. It therefore required an
appropriate form of presentation. I was interested in re-contextualising the voiced
opinion in an environment absent of literal images. I wanted the audio and the
location cues to create an image in the mind of the viewer. To do this I created
parameters for the work that went some way in determining its form before it was
physically realized. As LeWitt points out: ʻOnce the idea of the piece is established in
the artist's mind and the final form is decided, the process is carried out blindly…ʼ
(LeWitt, paragraph 28).

The idea of blindness was also important to both works. It is not a literal blindness,
but represents a free space, or release from the everyday that can draw in other
ideas, exemplified by the lack of visual images in either work. In both installations the
viewer looked at or experienced the thing as a totality. The objects, and the way
space and sound were used to suggest the visual, played with ideas of
representation but were effectively non-representational. The taxonomic textual
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references in White Pointer and the postcard sized windows of light in Free Movies,
both evoked an absence. The taxonomy referred to the absent fish, while the five
windows of white light generated by projectors used in Free Movies created images
without content. How ʻfreeʼ are these movies; are they movies at all? Ironically, it is
the unseen, or invisible that is important in these works.

2.6: Changing directions - ideas and concepts
Producing White Pointer sealed a significant change in the way my works after 1992
were produced. The intuitive process had become embedded; as I write this the
words, ʻembedded intuitionʼ seem tautological, however around 1990 there was a
shift in emphasis in the way my works were processed. The period is significant for
the influence of the German curator Réne Block on my work. In 1990 Block curated
one of my sound works, Chinese Whispers (1990), into the 8th Biennale of Sydney:
The Readymade Boomerang: Certain Relations in 20th Century Art. Originally the
work was situated in the capacious and more ʻcontemporary art friendlyʼ environs of
the Bond Store in The Rocks, however Block chose to move the work into the British
colonial section of the Art Gallery of NSW. Such a direct intervention in the placement
of the work necessarily caused me to think - although not for the first time - about the
relative effects of placement and context on an artwork, and the role of a curator.

This was an affecting experience that renewed and confirmed in me, a way of
thinking about art as an intellectual intervention. In hindsight it seems to me that
Réne Blockʼs act was ʻviolentʼ in the sense that Elizabeth Grosz uses the term in her
article, ʻThe Time of Violence: Deconstruction and Valueʼ (1998) or perhaps Viktor
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Shklovskiiʼs use of the term ʻde-familiarisationʼ by which he meant to make the
objects of art unfamiliar as a means of making (1917, p12). By juxtaposing the
comfortable familiarity of the paintings held in the British colonial gallery against a
contemporary sound work, Block sought to unhinge visitorsʼ habitual modes of
perception. He did a similar thing in the Australian colonial gallery, deploying light
boxes of disenfranchised Brazilian gold miners, entitled Gold in The Morning (1986 2003), produced by the Chilean artist Alfredo Jaar (1956 -) in and around the familiar
works of colonial portraiture and landscape paintings.

I began to think about removing myself from overtly controlling the process of
making, and to begin trusting my intuition as a starting point. Particularly influential at
this time were the ideas of American conceptual artist Sol LeWitt. LeWitt's
ʻParagraphs on Conceptual Artʼ, and his ʻSentences on Conceptual Artʼ (1967),
consisting of numbered paragraphs and sentences, aphorisms on conceptual art.
ʻParagraph 29ʼ reads, 'The process is mechanical and should not be tampered with. It
should run its courseʼ.

When placed against LeWittʼs other ʻParagraphs on Conceptual Artʼ one realizes that
this idea is but one piece in an extended process puzzle involving context and
different types of decision-making and values. Paragraphs such as: ʻThe artist cannot
imagine his art, and cannot perceive it until it is completeʼ (22), or ʻIrrational thoughts
should be followed absolutely and logicallyʼ (5), and ʻIf the artist changes his mind
midway through the execution of the piece he (sic) compromises the result and
repeats past resultsʼ (6), may be construed as contradictory, however LeWitt is not
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suggesting a set method. The paragraphs suggest a type of consciousness whereby
things may be considered pragmatically, and with a great sense of focus or intention.
In this way the paragraphs are comparable to aspects of the chance processes
discussed in Chapter One where the governing principle was the subject at hand, or
the work. Again, ʻ…There are many side effects that the artist cannot imagine. These
may be used as ideas for new works (28).ʼ This adaptive notion may be seen as a
form of probability. LeWittʼs ʻParagraphsʼ, when considered in totality, covered a
range of possible actions that might help solve problems of process and decisionmaking and were similar to the function of probability in composition in that they
allowed a great deal of choice within a discipline or structure, freeing the maker from
fixity. They offered cause for pause from decision and refocused the artistʼs attention
back onto the work.

LeWittʼs conceptual approach may still be understood as deploying chance
processes but in a different form. It is the work itself that directs action and
communicates with the maker. LeWittʼs ʻParagraphsʼ offered me another means of
thinking about making art. It is important to note here that LeWitt regarded the
ʻParagraphsʼ as an approximation of his thinking at the time; he was not being
prescriptive.
I have found that it has worked well for me while other ways have not. It is
one way of making art; other ways suit other artists. Nor do I think all
conceptual art merits the viewer's attention. Conceptual art is good only
when the idea is good (LeWitt 1976).
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2.7: Bait
The important point here is that in the flush of involvement with a concept, other
thoughts were triggered, in this case, experiences dating back seventeen years prior
to the time of making White Pointer. In hindsight it seems that this sense of déjà vu
may have created the work for me, may have guided my thinking and been a part of
the initial drive to make the work without my being consciously aware. A presumed
rationale for the work under the heading, ʻForty Daysʼ follows this chapter. What I
describe in ʻForty Daysʼ is not a conscious back-story to White Pointer rather a
hidden affect from past experience. The experience I will describe was as affecting to
me then, as it is today.

ʻForty Daysʼ may seem far-fetched, and certainly beyond the everyday experience of
most people. Researching the underpinning elements of my practice for the doctoral
exhibition has led to fresh insights in comprehending the current research, however, I
can say that from the outset, I experienced a powerful need to produce White
Pointer. In a somewhat different context, the point John Cage makes in Silence
quoting William de Kooning, the New York painter (1904 – 1997) seems relevant:
ʻ…Someone asked De Kooning who the painters of the past were who had
influenced him the most. De Kooning said, “The past does not influence me; I
influence it.”ʼ (1973, p67). To distinguish 40 Days from the main body of text I have
changed the font and used different leading.
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2.8: 40 Days
In 1975 I was officially unemployed and living in series of dilapidated hotels on
the Cairns dock in far northern Queensland. After working on rundown and wharf
bound boats I learned some necessary skills using ropes and the like. In an attempt
to broaden my experience I applied for work with the Department of Employment
and Training.
I was sent to work as assistant to the engineer on the MV Trope. The Trope, at
that time moored in Cairns harbour, was a mother ship servicing the fishing
industry. I prepared for a forty-day steam around the Arafura Sea and Torres
Straits, which meant lugging a small suitcase from hotel to boat, and introducing
myself to the captain. If ‘mother ship’ conjures a sense of warmth or stability the
opposite was certainly true of this boat.
The MV Trope was a coastal cargo vessel about 160 feet long. Both holds were
filled with containers converted to refrigeration units. There were also four
containers on the foredeck that had been renovated as refrigeration units. The
sound of diesel electrical generators that kept the freezers working formed a
constant sonic backdrop. There was a crew of a dozen or so including several
English backpackers earning money from sorting prawns.
I had little to do with the captain and don’t remember him well. My role was to
assist the engineer whom I remember vividly; he was dark and wore a scruffy
beard and resembled Tin Tin's Captain Haddock. Some years prior to my arrival
he had had an accident that damaged his left hand. He explained to me that a
previous assistant had left a wrench on the steel grill separating the engine room
from the bilge. The engineer had tripped on the wrench and then slipped. Having
put his hand out to break the fall, his thumb was subsequently mutilated by some
kind of machine that interrupted his fall.
Consequently, the engineer’s thumb above the last knuckle was amputated. He
told me that the amputation had been performed on board the boat by the captain
who then sutured the stumpy thumb to a small incision in the engineer’s stomach
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to promote the growth of new tissue.
My first task was to turn a large flywheel while the engineer adjusted the timing
of two very large twelve-cylinder diesel motors that powered the ship. The
motors’ foundations were as long as a small car. I found a clear space amidst the
confusion of connected bits, pipes of differing diameter and cables. There was no
cage or protection surrounding either of the two flywheels, one for each engine.
The flywheels were a metre in diameter and about 12 centimetres thick. My task
was to rotate the flywheels one at a time in small increments using a large steel
bar.
Once all the moving parts were lined up in a particular order the engineer
tightened them, adjusting tappets and what not above each of the cylinders, one at
a time. On completing the timing of the first engine the engineer stood erect,
yelled at me to ‘press the green button’ then ‘stand back’, which I did. The #2
engine bucked into life with the crow bar still notched to the flywheel. The kick of
the motor flicked the long, heavy metal bar as a smoker would a match.
The din created by the bar crashing into the thick steel hull was deafening and
created a noticeable dent in the steel plate. At this stage I had been on board and
in my new job for less than 24 hours. Sometime later… as my hearing was
returning, the engineer screamed obscenities at me. A little time afterward he
apologised and told me the story of his accident and the amputation of his thumb.
He then held his stumpy thumb into the light near my face to make his point.
There was a weekly card game on board. As none of the crew was paid until the
ship returned to port, any rations purchased from the galley were charged against
the outstanding pay, including cigarettes, junk food and debt. Losses and wins
from the card games were also tabbed payable on return to port. The engineer
prepared by not shaving his thumb, which when left hirsute resembled a black,
damaged horsehair brush. At critical points in the card game the engineer would
flick his thumb around his nose to great effect. The medical procedure following
the engineer’s accident had transferred hair follicles from his stomach to his
thumb. The backpackers screamed at first, and were later disgusted, but the
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engineer always won his hand.
Trawlers deposited their catch, called ‘product’ to the mother ship. The trawlers
used longline nets that stretched well beyond the boat for hundreds of metres.
With such a long reach, and with the nets scrapping along the bottom the product
was varied. The things that were caught accidentally included a variety of
crustaceans, fish, snakes, stonefish, jellyfish, octopus and squid, called the ‘bicatch’.
The engineer had an arrangement with many of the trawlers’ crews to whom he
paid a small fee for preferred bi-catch. The engineer spent much of his time
sorting through the bi-catch offered to him. Among the preferred items were
Sawfish snouts, freshly severed Swordfish beaks, green back turtles and others
that had their snouts, rostrum, denticles, spikes, carapace and other hard parts
removed by hand saw under instruction from the engineer, mostly whilst the beast
was still alive. The mutilated, but still alive creatures were dumped overboard and
left to die.
'Black Coral' was the engineer's favourite. Black Coral is a group of thorny corals
that prefer to avoid light. Black Coral is usually found in deep water though there
are some exceptions. Black Coral (Antipathes galapagensis) Antipathes, meaning
‘against suffering’ grow in the shape of a bush or tree depending on the location.
All of our Black Coral resembled dead black bushes without leaves, with the
largest having a central trunk of five to seven centimetres in diameter. The Black
Coral I saw were up to three metres in height and looked like dead trees made
from high density polished wood. The coral had the patina of black marble, or
polished granite. The ebony to black colouring was often streaked with thin
blood-red veins.
Black Coral grows slowly and is now listed in appendix ii of the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species. The engineer gathered the Black Coral
and Stingray spikes in large numbers, which suggested to me that it was a primary
activity for him. For the engineer this was not bi-catch. Large pieces of coral
were sawn into manageable sizes. The engineers other activities included
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spending much of his day grinding, filing, and polishing pearlescent Stingray
spikes into letter openers. He fitted and glued the Stingray spikes into slots he had
made in the highly polished Black Coral handles.
In the evenings at approximately thirty minutes before my evening meal I
performed my last standard duty of the day. For the remainder of my time on
board I repeated the following actions before each evening meal: Retrieve a large
fish from the freezer, usually a saddletail snapper (Lutjanus malabaricus) between
50 and 70 cms in length. Place the frozen fish under the drill press and make two
neat holes; approximately 1 cm in diameter and 15 – 20 cm apart. Carry the
frozen fish and a very large fishhook to the back deck. Unshackled the rear
lifeboat from its davit then manoeuvre the davit cable to hang over the stern of the
vessel. Then shackle the hook to a wire trace approximately 2 metres in length,
connect the trace to the lifeboat cable that ran to a drum-winch at the base of the
lifeboat davit.
The still frozen saddletail snapper was then hammered onto the hook. The entire
system was lowered into the sea by pressing a green button on the davit winch. I
stopped the cable at the best distance from the boat by pressing the stop button. I
was always surprised by the efficiency of this system. Virtually every night for 39
days before, during, or after my evening meal, an alarm would sound. I would
then run to the back deck. Once there I often found the davit pivoting left or right
then right or left about 70 degrees, I imagined the beast wrenching from side to
side trying to remove the large hook. The usual catch was a three metre Tiger
Shark. The Tiger Shark (Galeocerdo cuvier) may reach a total length of six
metres.
I saw many Tiger Sharks over three metres and a few above four metres. My first
action was to change the winch motor’s direction and press the green button to
slowly winch the Tiger Shark toward the boat. To see this fish is I imagine the
equivalent of seeing its namesake. No list of adjectives can account for the beauty
and ferocity of the Tiger Shark. I press the stop button. The Bronze Whaler
Shark (Carcharhinus brachyurus) was often a tad shorter than the Tiger Shark but
both weigh in at around 300 kilograms and are equally fearsome. It was a coin
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toss as to which would be landed on any given evening. From the rear deck I
could see a serpentine wake, a long sinuous wave. I learnt that the ship had one
bent propeller, causing it to move gently from side to side through the water.
The shark usually appeared about one metre below the surface. The violence
became clear, lucid. Adrenalin and fear followed. The engineer using a military
rifle usually took two shots to kill the shark, however in consideration of me he
would dispense a third, ‘to be certain’. My next task was to bring the carcass onto
the deck. In the soft and long evening light of the tropical sea, colour is saturated
yet there is less contrast; it is a very beautiful light. Dinner was over in time for
the less cynical of the crew to take in a slowly sinking sun. It was around this time
that I had to prepare the carcass. To do this I had to clear the deckchairs, mostly
white plastic and stackable. The backpackers used the chairs during their smoko
and breaks from sorting prawn and fish during the day, and sometimes at night
when there was a backlog of product. Product often flowed with unrelenting
consistency from the trawlers during day. I needed space. I preferred that there
was no clutter on the deck. I had to make sure the deck hose was clear and within
easy reach as much water was needed afterward to clean the deck.
The hook and trace were disconnected from the davit cable by releasing a shackle.
Lying on the deck the sharks often reached as high as mid thigh, approximately 70
cm. With a girth of more than 2 metres, the bodies often fibrillated as I shackled a
large slipknot noose to the winch cable. The knot was drawn down tightly around
the tail in such away as to allow the body to be lifted tail first and hung over the
stern till morning. I left the shark hook in place till morning I then washed and
cleaned the deck.
In the morning before breakfast I maneuvered the now teardrop shaped corpse
over the gunwale and onto the deck. The hook was knocked out using a heavy
wooden mallet. The jaws were removed using a woodman’s axe. The remainder
of the body was released back to the ocean. The jaws and surrounding flesh of a
large Shark are quite heavy and any excess was sometimes too much for one
person to lift. I had to separate the jaws from the surrounding cartilage without
damaging them using a hatchet.
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I then climbed the ladder to the top deck lugging the jaws with me. The top deck
stank in a way that is unimaginable without the experience. There were many
jaws, conch shells, monster clam shells, some about a metre in diameter – I once
attempted to count the shark jaws stopping at about thirty because I felt quite ill.
The hose did not reach the top deck; the stench was extraordinary. I washed the
stairs and gangway to remove blood and other excreta. I cleaned the cable ends,
the rope noose and finally flushed the back deck free of the lumpy and gelatinous
blood. Washed myself as best I could then showered, had breakfast and walked to
the engine room.

2.9: Definitive experiences
The experience described in 40 days had a profound effect on me, and perhaps it is
only surprising that it took so long for its affects to permeate my art making, or
perhaps l needed to develop the processes and strategies that would allow me to
deal with often emotionally demanding environmental and social issues without either
wallowing in sentimentality or literalising the experience.

In this chapter I have sought to position my work and something of my personal
experience not only to provide context, but to introduce the idea that history is always
with us, something that becomes increasingly evident in my later art-making, but in
particular, in the development of my doctoral work, Appropriated Circumstance.
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Chapter 3
The High Cost of Living 1992 – 2010
3.1: On memory and Australia: abstracting the pictorial
This chapter continues the development of my investigation into the construction of
artworks beyond their materiality; their cultural context is a part of that material. It
discusses three works from the series called The High Cost of Living. The works are
the installation called, Fountain, the single channel video and video installation called
Blind Ned, and the photographic and sculptural series called Holey.

These works are all installation works that draw on different media including: paint,
object, performance, video and photography in various spatial relationships. They are
conceptual works, which use objects and images that rely on abstracting the pictorial
in order to create new types of legible space. I use the terms ʻconceptualʼ and ʻideaʼ
in LeWittʼs sense, to refer to the belief that, ʻthe concept and idea are different. The
former implies a general direction while the latter is the component: ʻIdeas implement
the concept' (LeWitt, 1969). The works under discussion are understood as
developing from the ideas and concerns informing the sound installation, White
Pointer – You are listening to the sound of humans observing fish (1991 -) discussed
in chapter two.

In chapters 1 and 2, I discussed chance processes and intuition as critical to my
working method. I also briefly referenced the theories and ideas of American formalist
critic, Clement Greenberg, as a counterpoint to those writers and artists who discuss
and define chance procedures and intuition in the production of artworks, such as the
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French philosopher Henri Bergson, American artists John Cage, Sol LeWitt, Joseph
Kosuth, and writer Gertrude Stein, as well as the English composers Brian Eno and
Cornelius Cardew.

The American modernist art historian and critic, Robert Pincus-Witton (1935 -)
addressed the idea of literary and theatrical influences in Minimalism, coining the
term ʻPost-Minimalismʼ. According to Pincus-Wittenʼs essay, ʻTheatres of the
Conceptual: Autobiography and Mythʼ (1973), rather than adhering to the pure
formalism of the self-contained art object that Greenberg so eloquently argued for in
his collection of essays and criticism, Modernism with a vengeance (Greenberg
1963), Post-Minimalist artists often made explicit the psychic and physical processes
involved in the actualisation of art as well as reflecting personal and cultural concerns
in their works. Pincus-Wittonʼs writings on Post-Minimalism have been helpful for
thinking through those personal and cultural concerns as well as the formal issues
involved in the making of these works. Notably, Pincus-Witton suggested that what
he called ʻword artʼ, a type of performance art, is informed by the abstract qualities of
visual art rather than evolving from a more theatrical context (Pincus-Witton, 1973).
Whilst I only discovered his writings recently, the idea that diverse artforms such as
performance art and visual art are linked through abstraction rather than theatricality,
has had currency within my thinking, since my earliest works in the mid seventies.

The works Fountain, Blind Ned, and the Holey Series, while grounded in and
referencing my understanding and experience of Australian culture in particular, are
not representational in any traditional sense. What is concrete in them is the lack of
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literal concern for traditional aspects of visual art: concerns such as surface,
perspective, and composition. Abstraction was essential to their construction, and
because of this, I consider content and form equally important and often materially
inseparable. Traditional technique has its place here, but these works are not just
actions (mark making, etc) on a surface; their location, support and depth of field
become a function of the environment in which theyʼre presented. Here again,
Pincus-Wittonʼs comments on Post-Minimalism are salient, and in particular his
reference to a ʻloss of typologyʼ. In his essay, ʻTheatre of the Conceptual:
Autobiography and Mythʼ (1977), Pincus-Witton writes on the ʻenlarging episodeʼ, by
which he means the broadening of media and types of art within Post-Minimalism
which he credits for:
…the loss of distinct species types – painting and sculpture became “pictorial
sculpture.” Post-Minimalism is marked by a loss of typology – the rejection of
stretcher supports, framing edge in painting, the loss of facture, and the loss of
site (Pincus-Witton 1977, p170).

I do not think it would have been possible for me to formulate and develop a work
such as Appropriated Circumstances had I not intuited this ʻloss of typologyʼ for
myself. I am referring here to the free play of ideas and invention that this concept
embraces; in effect a lack of rules imposed by the conventions associated with
different media. Invention is the ground from which a work of art comes into being,
and where the chance procedures and processes discussed in chapter one play out.
A work such as Fountain (1992) for instance, required an intuitive approach to
imagine and fuse its disparate elements. The logic that the term ʻtypologyʼ infers,
whereby the constituent parts of an entity can be observed as interrelating, may
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seem misleading in an intuitive and often irrational process. In the case of Fountain,
the paint, objects, and text were organised spatially, creating an affecting singular
entity.

The ʻevolutionʼ of form from an idea is determined in the making of each particular
work, as Robert Pincus-Witton describes in Postminmalism to Maximalism American
Art, 1966 – 1986 (1987):
With conceptually based arts there cannot be a clear evolution built into handbased, touch-based, touch-sensitive arts. With these, the evolution of style is
built, as it were, into the muscle fibre of the artist. But what of the conceptual
artist? Here there is no “next work”, no “next step” built into the handʼs
development. Rather, the conceptual artist faces the search for a proper subject
on completion of work rather than the mere maintenance of a certain range of
muscular impulse and consequent retinal stimuli (Pincus-Witton 1987 p272).

The construction of an artwork has been discussed as a complex and non-literal
entity, however, one can be left without any doubt about the qualities of an artwork
and yet not able to fully describe or ascribe fixed meaning to the work. Working
conceptually, using ideas as material, leads to no more or less ambiguity or
confusion than any other, more tactile, craft-based medium.

3.2: Emergence of process and concept
These works begin by thinking about some ʻthingʼ; ideas about the 'thing' are tossed
around, usually in some private space using brain and pencil, and some ideas stick.
Those ideas and things are then filtered using probabilistic techniques, which in
practice means that ideas and materials are mixed and matched as lists and dreams,
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until understanding - a possible entity - forms from the ʻthing/sʼ. This is an entirely
subjective process, but as Sol LeWitt points out, ʻperception is subjectiveʼ (LeWitt
1967), which is not at all the same as uninformed.

If an entity does not develop, the process is discarded and begun again, perhaps
with a different set of options. If an entity does develop and an outcome ʻdiscoveredʼ
then the detail is considered and elaborated. Apart from the temporal and visual
things about the entity/artwork thought is also given to aspects that can be flexible.
The aim is not to lock down the artwork, as aspects of it, and details need to be
flexible.

Remembering Epplerʼs definition of aleatory as, ʻdetermined in general but
depend[ing] on chance in [the] detailʼ (Eppler 1957, pp55–61), I suggest that properly
deployed ʻaleatoryʼ requires controlled attention to detail, and sophisticated technical
skills. At a certain point the work is left open to allow other possibilities to
occur. Aleatory is purposeful, because it allows an artwork to exist as a renewed
entity each time it is shown or performed, as if performed or seen for the first time.

3.3: Fountain (1992)
In February1992, while still resident at PS1 in New York, and in the throes of making,
White Pointer – You are listening to the sound of humans observing fish at the New
York aquarium (1992). I received an invitation to make a work for the opening
exhibition at the newly relocated Artspace at the Gunnery, Wolloomooloo, Sydney.
The then Director, Sally Couacaud, specifically asked me to reference Sydney in a
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work for the exhibition. Between attending the New York aquarium to record audio,
searching Radio Shack for cheap electronics, and editing audio, and no doubt
assisted by distance, I started thinking about what Sydney meant to me. Growing up
in the suburbs, my memories were of a largely barren place, however, my uncle was
a manager at Silk Brothers, a potato wholesaler at Sydneyʼs produce market,
Paddyʼs Market, and in the mid sixties, I occasionally worked there during school
holidays. My uncle would pick me up from home early, usually arriving at the market
by 3am. My tasks were to help to off-load trucks, crush boxes and generally do as I
was told. In contrast to the Anglo suburb I grew up in, it was an exciting and vibrant
place full of smells and exotic breakfast menus. I discovered congee, and that men
drank beer at nine oʼclock in the morning.

On leaving Haymarket I often travelled home by train. Walking to Central railway
station, I was reminded of the difference between the city at-large and the vibrancy of
the markets. The city was grey and empty. A number of people stood around on
station platforms and at a few busy pedestrian points, but even so, the city often
appeared deserted. Then as now public transport was an onerous business in
Sydney. This meant a seemingly endless wait for connections, late trains, and a bus
to catch after a slow train journey.

Sydney was particularly quiet on weekends. In the 1960s Sydney seemed a place of
grey suits, British Nylon shirts (Bri-Nylon) and Akubra brand Trilby hats. I felt sure
that there was more going on, in what to me were forbidden areas such as Kings
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Cross. My familyʼs routine was to work nonstop for ten months and then stop to travel
into the bush and sit by the beach.

The 1st of September 1968 was my sixteenth birthday, and a Sunday. My father took
me to see the ʻvery highʼ AMP tower - then the tallest building in Sydney - and the
ʻimportantʼ Maritime Services Board building – now the Museum of Contemporary Art
(MCA) at Circular Quay. A friend of my fatherʼs arranged for us to stand on the roofs
of these buildings and look out over Sydney. It was a rare day together with my
father. Travelling from the AMP building we walked through Circular Quay toward the
Maritime Services Board building. There was a group of people gathered at the
southwestern corner of the quay. We stood near them to see what they were looking
at. Their focus was on a group of mostly pre-teen Aboriginal boys sitting on big posts
and other wooden dolphins that acted as a crash barrier for Sydney ferryboats
docking at the quay to deliver and remove passengers during the working week. The
barrier was about five metres from the edge of the quay.

I remembered the boys and the people from that Sunday morning while I was
thinking about the exhibition at Artspace. Iʼd already thought of a range of options
including the deliberately banal image of a large ice cream cone full of ice cream
about two metres high, up-ended inside the gallery, melting. The word ʻexcellenceʼ
appeared to have been hurriedly painted on the wall in ochre behind the ice cream
cone, I imagined wet ochre running down the wall in a random pattern as if the word
ʻexcellenceʼ was bleeding into the melting ice cream. I also considered using only text
on the walls: the names of city locations such as ʻHyde Parkʼ, Harbour Bridgeʼ, and
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so on, again painted in ochre directly onto the gallery walls. I imagined the ochre
mixed with excess water, and using a range of different sized brushes, from medium
to large so that the ochre ran down the walls onto the floor forming a major
confluence of rust-coloured pools.

There were several other imaginings like these ones, necessary as proxy ideas in a
calculation where cutup bits of things, fragments, are considered, but often never
used. In sufficient number, thoughts create momentum in the flow of ideas offering a
range of possibilities to play with and sort through. Inevitably many are dismissed or
played around with in differing arrangements, until some kind of resolution occurs or I
become bored and do something else. This is how it is when I imagine a work; it is a
play with images, text, sound, drawings, and other things. Material discovered in
research or in subconscious meanderings has a place until definition occurs; at the
moment when a nexus between various elements becomes apparent. A
determination enters the equation, that with further work and attention to detail,
intensifies the various parts into a single entity that moves the form from - for
example - the absurd, nonsensical or untrustworthy - into an affecting conceptual
entity worthy of attention; what I trust will become a visually complex and multivalent
work.

The people in suits, looking their Sunday morning best, were throwing silver and
copper coins into the water for the boys to fetch. I saw their bodies pierce the surface
and swim to the bottom. The water was very clear, each body formed waving lines as
they fossicked through weeds and things on the quay floor to retrieve coins. Even
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then, as a sixteen year old who had disregard for almost everything, I was affected
by this image. The people in their Sunday best were happy to watch and tease the
boys with casual coin flicks, and skipping throws; some yelled, ʻswim for thisʼ, which
brought laughter from some in the crowd. The boys seemed happy and enterprising.

Fountain was produced in September on my return to Australia from New York. The
internal spaces of Artspace featured large wooden beams – the kind commonly used
in Australia in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries for bond stores, wharfs
and maritime buildings, as well as marine fixtures common to Sydney, such as the
big timbers the Indigenous boys had been diving from. The gallery space was walled
on three sides from floor to ceiling. The ceiling contained service pipes, cabling, etc.
Several large wooden beams visibly supported the roof otherwise the walls were
pristine white following the recent renovation.

I spray-painted sections of the walls using a system I made from agricultural pipe
with a line of small nozzles inserted, and various hoses and taps. A mixture of water
and red ochre from a quarter-full two hundred-litre drum supplied by a small pump,
fed the pipe. The liquid was sprayed onto the wall as a mist. The intensity of the
spray was adjustable from a tap that controlled water pressure to the nozzles. The
resulting effect was curtain like (see figure 15). One thousand dollars worth of one
and two cent pieces (the Australian Mint ceased issuing one and two cent coins in
1990) were spread across the floor: 50,000 one-cent coins and 25,000 two-cent
coins. Once the coins were in place they resembled tesserae, pieces of mosaic or
perhaps the constellations in the night sky (see figures 16 and 17).
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Figure 15 Fountain (1992) Artspace, Sydney [paint detail] 400 X 300 cm.

A week or so after the opening, I was visiting the gallery, when an invigilator came
toward me, concerned to tell me that there were five or so Indigenous boys in the
exhibition and should she ask them to leave? I was untroubled when the invigilator
told me she was suspicious that the children might want to steal the coins. I started
up a conversation with her. As we were talking, I overheard the children leaving the
gallery, their footfalls sounded like tap dancing. Clearly the coins were stuck to the
soles of their shoes. I asked the last boy as he left, ʻwhat did you use?ʼ He said,
ʻchewing gumʼ.
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The memory that led to Fountain referred closely to an actual event, but even so, the
work does not rely on knowledge of my adolescent experience for its affect. Fountain
was an abstraction of place and memory.

Figure 16 Fountain (1992) Artspace, Sydney [gallery detail] dimensions variable.

Despite, or perhaps because of the workʼs gesture toward narrative, the use of scale,
repetition and references to painting and installation may more pertinently be
contextualised in terms of the pictorial.

The technique of spraying, dripping or staining paint is not uncommon, having
reached a high point in American Expressionism in the ʻveilʼ painting style of the
American Color Field painters such as Morris Louis (1912-1962) and Kenneth Noland
(1924-2010), and the earlier inspired works of another American, Helen
Frankenthaler (1928 – 2011). However there is no direct association between these
artistsʼ works and the painting within the installation, Fountain.
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The intention behind my use of pigment was embedded within the intent and context
of Fountain, not within Abstract Expressionism, or the retinal art of Color Field
painting or any other retinal form of art. The wall paintings were not considered as
independent entities, but as essential elements, integral to the installation. Through
repetition they literally contained and framed the space (see figure 16).

On finishing the first of the three Fountain paintings, however, I was reminded of
Morris Louisʼs work, particularly given the lack of brush stroke or structure beyond the
pigment staining the canvas, as well as the architectural scale of the work.
Nevertheless while the wall paintings in Fountain may have shared visual similarities,
they were different to Louisʼs not only in conception but also in their use of colour;
there were different densities of pigment that created a variety of hue and tone. The
flow of water and the water pressure left traces in the pigment stains that kept the
eye in constant movement.

It is worth noting that whereas Morris Louis and his contemporaries were concerned
with flatness and colour, I was concerned to evoke a memory rather than a symbolic
allusion. I chose to stain the walls with red ochre because of its connection to
Aboriginality, and the watery location where I saw the boys diving for coins.

The red-ochre is redolent of Australia and reminded me of the ʻAustralian outbackʼ,
iron ore, and importantly, that red ochre continues to be used by Indigenous
Australians in a variety of ways. Consequently, any resemblance to Color Field
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painting was incidental. The installation Fountain may more appropriately be
considered as an abstract work of art according to the terms defined by PincusWitton, and in particular, his understanding of ʻstory artʼ.

Robert Pincus-Witten wrote against assumptions of literalness in Minimalist and
Conceptual art, believing that the ʻstory artʼ aspect of these forms were more
pertinent to abstraction, being informed by the qualities of the visual arts rather than
literature. He recalls aspects of performances and installations by American artists
such as Lawrence Weiner (1942-), Vito Acconci (1942-) and John Baldessari (1931-),
amongst others:
I question whether the emergence of ʻstory artʼ evolves from the Happening, as
a surrogate expression of the conceptual performance, or is informed by the
abstract qualities of visual art.ʼ …However, the methods of ʻstory artʼ use modes
still related to abstract form – halting speech, as if something solid and blocky
were being formed in the mouth – terse, iconic words, stubby and solid; non
sequiturs abound, breaking down the idea of a story as narrative; memorization
is used as a means of inducing a sense of rotelike immutability; repetition is
used to establish a format of constant structure. These are some of the methods
by which ʻstory artʼ announces its connection to an abstract pictorial and
sculptural mainstream, rather than to literature or anything literary (Robert
Pincus-Witton 1973, p171).
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Figure
17 Fountain (1992) Artspace, Sydney [coins, floor detail] dimensions variable.

It was a crowded opening - a new space for Artspace highly regarded as
representative of experimental art - and one of the Australia Council funded
contemporary art spaces, which until the opening of the Museum of Contemporary
Arts in November 1991, was the preeminent public space of experimental visual art in
Sydney. As the inaugural exhibition for the new gallery on the foreshore of Sydney
Harbour, the exhibition attracted much attention and was well received. Power
Professor Virginia Spate, from the University of Sydney opened the exhibition, and in
her opening night speech, spoke about memory, arguing that artistsʼ memories are
unreliable, and that whilst she had certainly seen people diving for coins in Aden on
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ʻher way overʼ to Australia by boat, she could not believe that such a sight was ever
seen in Sydney. Conversely, essayist Fraser Ward notes:
The image admits the temptation, the longing for nostalgia, but its unstable
juxtaposition with Krecklerʼs re-circulated memory and with the ochre
reference to a continuing historic struggle suspends that nostalgia. Inquiring
of memory in public he gives up its comforts. We are left to begin by asking
who was wished well, who sought to be protected, throwing those pennies
into the harbour (Ward 1992).

3.4: Blind Ned 1997 – 1999
Blind Ned is a performance made for video, and clearly references the Irish Australian
bushranger, Ned Kelly (1855 – 1880). In Blind Ned the Ned Kelly character is
captured within the abstracted world of a video loop, which depicts a stumbling figure
in Kelly-style armour, negotiating his way through a scrubby landscape using a blind
stick for guidance.

Ned Kelly is an iconic and mythologised figure in Australian history, who lived at a
time when photography was in its relative infancy, and consequently there are few
images. The images contemporary to Kellyʼs period - apart from his death images are mostly engravings. In that context even a passing resemblance to the subject
evokes the name of Ned Kelly. The most enduring representation of Kelly is that of a
knockabout, Irish dare-devil treated unjustly and hunted down by the corrupt English
colonial legal system, yet popularly lauded for his rebellious anti establishment stance
(Turner 1904).
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Conversely, Blind Ned may be described as both ʻterseʼ and ʻiconicʼ and any
sentimental nationalism evoked by the larrikin myth of Ned Kelly is hard to sustain in
light of the blind and stumbling figure of Ned Kelly depicted in the video. In a similar
way to Fountain, Blind Ned creates its affect by suspending nostalgia for its subject.
This section describes the work, and its various iterations in more detail, but it is
interesting to note, that this work also incorporates a ʻmemoryʼ of Australianness, yet
ironically perhaps, was also conceived at a distance from Australia, when I was living
India for two months.

In 1996, I was resident in India as a guest of Chemould Gallery, part of a larger
complex called Jehangir Art Gallery in downtown Mumbai. The experience began
when I was asked to be one of five artists for a unique Asialink Artist in Residence
program in India called Fire and Life (1996 – 1997). Five Australian artists were
chosen from five Australian cities and paired with Indian artists from five different
locations in India. The curatorial team for Fire and Life paired me with the Indian artist
Pushpamala N (1956 -), an artist originally from Bangalore.

The following year, Pushpamala N undertook a return residency in Perth, Western
Australia where I lived at the time. The residency culminated in an exhibition curated
by Alison Carroll, Julie Ewington, Victoria Lynn, and Chaitanya Sambrani, which then
toured to Bangalore, Baroda, Brisbane, Canberra, Calcutta, Delhi, Melbourne,
Mumbai, Perth, Sydney (1996-1997).
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Figure 18 Sidney Nolan Policeman in Wombat Hole (1946) Ripolin on board 91.8 x 122.3cm

The power of Indian culture, and the sheer mass of population were a revelation. I
found myself having to brazen out the cultural gap - and in particular the skepticism
that my Indian colleague felt towards Australia, which she largely understood in
terms of British colonisation – in order to absorb as much as possible of the culture
around me and see what kind of work I could develop from the experience. I kept
returning to Sydney Nolanʼs Ned Kelly Series believing then as I do now that this
series is critical to understanding aspects of Australia nationalism. For instance,
paintings such as, Policeman in Wombat Hole (1946) and Ned Kelly (1946) deploy
absurdity and irony as a means of showing dislocation and inadequacy (see figure
18).
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Figure 19 Blind Ned (1997) SD Video frame

In these paintings, Kelly is less an escaping felon than a character trapped
wandering between the bungling and ineptitude of those charged with his capture.
This is a point observed by the Anglo Australian literary critic, Henry Gyles Turner in
A History of the Colony of Victoria, in which he reflects on Kellyʼs gang:
It was a humiliating reflection... that the whole machinery of Government, the
apparent zeal of a well-disciplined and costly police service, the stimulus of
enormous rewards, and an expenditure of fully £100,000 were, for two whole
years, insufficient to check the predatory career of these four reckless dare-devil
boys (Turner 1904, p229).

While in India the general clumsiness and confusion of Kelly as depicted by Nolan
came together not only with my reflections on Australia, but also how Mumbai
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operated. Class and privilege were dominant, while the majority of people had to
make do. To me, this seemed to mimic the distinct hierarchy of the colonial model.
On the street there was constant chaos throughout the day. Back in Australia I had
never been able to reconcile the way that our failed battles in consecutive overseas
wars, took precedence in defining Australiaʼs national values, over and above the
character of the country and its Indigenous peoples and culture. At the time, The
Prime Minister, John Howardʼs concept of a ʻblack armbandʼ notion of history (1996)
had political precedence, effectively repudiating Indigenous history as an emotional
(shameful) version of history that negated colonial achievement. Somehow all these
things came together in the making of Blind Ned.

The location for the Blind Ned shoot was a small piece of scrub under a bridge
crossing the Swan River not far from the centre of Perth. The location was chosen so
that the landscape could be framed in such a way as to block out any reference to
twentieth century culture or human habitation. I researched Kellyʼs armour and made
several enlarged photocopies of his costume in order to understand how it worked.
After some consideration, I made a facsimile helmet made from cardboard, glue and
paint. I used a blind personʼs guide stick - the very latest model - constructed in four
hollow sections and with an elasticized inner. The stick was white with a red band
near its lower rounded end. The grip had a small leather wrist strap.

In keeping with the Ned Kelly conceit, and thinking more generally about the video
and how it might be viewed - for instance on a monitor, or as a single channel
projection - and the possible stylistic permutations, I considered the composition and
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feel of the video. The untreated footage appealed to me as it has an interesting
amateurism about it, however, I was concerned to locate the work for a broad
audience. Many Australians are familiar with the film, Ned Kelly and His Gang (1906)
directed by Australian film director Charles Tait (1868 - 1933), or at the very least, the
stills from the movie, which is regarded as the world's first feature length film. I
decided to appropriate the depleted and scratched look of Ned Kelly and His Gang as
a style for Blind Ned, and so manipulated the video to look like a remnant of presound cinema footage, as if it had been appropriated from Charles Taitʼs film
complete with jitters, scratches and dust particles.

On the day of the shoot, enacting the role of Ned Kelly, I stumbled blindly through the
scrub. I was literally functioning blind, because my handmade helmet meant that I
couldnʼt actually see. Friend and videographer Sam Landels operated the camera
from a fixed position that I had set. The mise-en-scène encompassed the planned
route, which traversed the landscape from a distant point where I appeared from
behind several scrubby bushes, walking and stumbling in the direction of the camera,
which I knew to be the bottom edge of the composition within the screen space.
Eventually, I stumbled off screen. In post production I made the character disappear,
vanish, before leaving the screen. Blind Ned then reappears at the top of the frame to
repeat the sequence ad infinitum (see figure 19).

Blind Ned began life as a single channel work, and at the first showing, a part of the
Fire and Life exhibition space that I shared with Pushpamala N at the Perth Institute
of Contemporary Arts (PICA). ʻBlind Nedʼ and another work called ʻIndian Ladyʼ,
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developed collaboratively with Pushpamala N, were shown together, both projected
in close proximity onto the same gallery wall. I constructed two boxes with open sides
that were strong enough to be used as seats. The videos were projected from inside
these boxes onto a nearby wall.

Figure 20 concept drawing PICA, Fire and Life exhibition, 1997

The next iteration of Blind Ned was shown as a single channel work for monitor or
projection shown at Plimsoll Gallery, University of Tasmania, Hobart. The work then
travelled as a single channel video as part of a screening of Australian video art at
FIM in Salvador, Bahia, South America. At this point I started developing the work as
an installation by incorporating additional sculptural elements beyond the video. In
1999, the South Korean curator KIM Sun Hee invited me to exhibit Blind Ned in A
Window Inside & Out, at Kwangju City Art Museum, South Korea. I set up the
projection as a four by three-metre image onto the gallery wall from a ceiling mounted
projector.
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In front of the image I placed the metal box and filled it with miscellaneous off-cuts of
electrical cabling. The box looked like a bin overfilled with electrical rubbish, excess
cabling was spread about the floor. Iʼve never been sure why I did this; perhaps it
was a gesture toward the energy, I was using as was the case in White Pointer
(1992), but it was curiously satisfying as an image.

This installation version was successful, but I was not yet satisfied with the work.
Before I left Korea I wondered what other elements might be added that could be
linked more intrinsically to the work. On returning to Australia I began working on the
idea of using taxidermy. I thought of using Australian marsupials to witness the video,
and to incorporate sound of some sort. I added a sound similar to the sound of film
moving across projector sprockets. Watching the video in my studio I vocally
mimicked the sound of a sprocket projector by blowing through my closed lips, into a
sound recorder and digitally correcting the pitch to match what I imagined the
sprocket sound might sound like.

The first showing of Blind Ned as an installation using taxidermied marsupials and
sound was in 1999 for Living Here Now: Art and Politics: Australian Perspecta,
Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, curated by Linda Michaels (see figure 21).
Linda enabled access to the Australian Museumʼs collection, including photographs
of the stock of stuffed marsupials were gathered from which I was able to choose two
specimens. Figures 20 and 21 show the position of the marsupials relative to the
screen in situ at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney.

95

Derek Kreckler Ontological Fragments: The construction of artworks beyond their materiality 2010 - 2012

Blind Ned has been exhibited numerous times since its conception in Mumbai in
1997 and in different forms. As the work toured to several states, I relied on
borrowing taxidermied marsupials from different State museums. Consequently the
installation changed according to the stuffed animals available in different states, and
also there were many differences in the methods of taxidermy undertaken by the
different museums, including the type of chemicals and the kinds of stands and
supports for the displays, that also effected the installation. Note the image below,
(figure 24) to see examples of the different taxidermy.

Figure 21 Blind Ned (1999), installation (size variable) Museum of Contemporary Art Sydney

After the Perspecta exhibition I added a white picket fence to the installation, a
reference to Margaret Prestonʼs print The Expulsion (1952). I saw Prestonʼs print
during the seventies and was fascinated by it. The print shows an Indigenous couple
locked outside a gated picket fence. An aggressive angel wielding a sword and lash
turns the couple and their child - a baby swaddled in the mothers arms – away from
the gate. The gate protects a light filled garden - Paradise. The Indigenous family
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retreat into foreground shadows, the darker half of the picture, be ʻbeyond the paleʼ
(Croft 2000) or outside the limits of social convention, see figure 23.

Figure 22 Blind Ned 1999, installation detail, Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney

This version of the work, shown at the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art
(ACCA) in Melbourne (2000) separated the watching marsupials from the projected
figure of Blind Ned. Australian poet John Mateer (1971-) wrote about the ACCA
version of the work in his article, ʻNaturalisation: Recent Australian art and the
naturalʼ (2001), published in Art Monthly in December 2002:
...Krecklerʼs work Blind Ned, ... is the evidence of an interest in the perceptual and
the phenomenal… In the installation of the video work use was made of a white
picket fence and several stuffed animals from the Melbourne museum. The
animals were placed facing the audience from behind the fence and behind them
the large image of Ned was projected on a large screen (wall). The emu and the
Kangaroo, two animals emblematic of this continent and nation, appeared as if
witness to the presence of us, the viewers, the strangers behind the suburban
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fence… the …excluded audience and the absurd performance of the national
hero as a reminder of the peculiarity of this country and the persistence of
indigenous non-human life here. Krecklerʼs use of the animals is an effective foil
for the enactment of the pretentious national psyche that is figured in the blind,
nearly stumbling Kelly. To me it was as if the theatre of the nation and its
exploitations, signified by the fence, were slight events in comparison to the
ʻlarger-than-lifeʼ presence of the animals. Their glass eyes glinting in the galleryʼs
dimness were alive with suspicion (Mateer 2001).

Figure 23, The Expulsion, 1952 Margaret Preston, 60.5 x 45.5cm AGNSW
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Figure 24, Blind Ned 2001, installation Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, Melbourne

3.5 The Holey Series (2003 -)
Holey is an unusual installation because on viewing the work it is never certain given the play between three-dimensional objects and two-dimensional images –
whether the work is primarily photographic or sculptural; the work emphasises both
two and three dimensions. Nine of these works have been conceived, and to date,
four have been made. The Holey series may be described as a series of landscape
photographs in both single and diptych form, with circles excised from the
photographic surface. The missing parts of the 2D image are wrapped around 3D
99

Derek Kreckler Ontological Fragments: The construction of artworks beyond their materiality 2010 - 2012

spheres positioned in front of the photograph/s. The spheres are placed on a low
plinth as if to suggest they have fallen out of the photograph onto some kind of low
altar. The proximity of the spheres to the photographs, and the relationship between
the viewer and the work splits the viewerʼs focus so that his or her gaze is disrupted.
(see figure 25).
We peer at the photographs through the wrong end of the telescope as it were,
straining after affects lost in time, lost in memory, exacerbated by the workʼs
system. In fact there is something of the magicianʼs sleight of hand about all
this. The glaring omission of the holes and their reappearance as other worlds
on the floor plinth distract us from seeing the photographs comparatively,
conceals the disjunction between them. Something is being hidden in the full
light of day, like Lacanʼs purloined letter and it makes the sacramental sense of
the piece faintly derisive, comical. (Parr 2004, p205)

Figure 25, Holey #1, 2003 Clemenger Art Awards, National Gallery of Victoria.
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The photographs in the Holey series are in the service of a new entity beyond their
naturalistic, two-dimensional surfaces. Photographs for the series were chosen
specifically for their depiction of nature. Capturing key moments such as light on the
water, a wave crashing, cloud formations, and utopian holiday moments, each
photograph is selected for its iconic naturalism. The conceptual capacity of
photography is of equal potential to any other media, and the photographs used in
the Holey series seek to reflect on this point.

From a technical point of view, the images were shot so as to create the deepest field
of view. The photographs had to be compelling for the eye to balance other elements
in the work. Photographs are otherwise containments, as the American writer and
critic Susan Sontag (1933-2004) writes,

ʻPhotographs really are experience

captured, and the camera is the ideal arm of consciousness in its acquisitive moodʼ
(1973). Something happens to a photograph when an object is placed next to it, and
even more so when the object identifies directly with the particular image, where it is
signified as belonging but separate, as is the case here for instance, where part of
the photograph is moved from the photograph to become the object. The photograph
is no longer merely Sontagʼs ʻexperience capturedʼ, it is a multiple of that experience
for the viewer in its new context. The first experience acknowledges the photographs
as a space of disrupted contemplation. The missing photographic elements, now
spherical, have become ʻotherʼ. An ʻimposed dualism eats into the naturalism of the
photographsʼ (Parr 2004, p204).
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From my point of view, the primary impact in the development of works such as the
Holey series is that most of my artworks are abstractions that maintain the
importance of the originating idea in tandem with its aesthetic purpose. The concern
here is with the play of form and meaning in the making that resolves each element
discretely onto the surface and into the depth of the thing constructed, regardless of
what it is; each element adds to the power of the outcome. Above I referred to the
Holey series of photographs being ʻshot technically to create the deepest field of
viewʼ. The photographs, ʻhad to be compelling for the eye to balance other elements
in the work… to create a seamless wholeʼ. The ʻseamless wholeʼ referred to is the
resolution of each element in the completed work. For the Holey series this is
particularly important. The works are very contained, brightly coloured, clear and
direct for the viewer. Given these formal attributes any break in the visual continuity
of the work would be easily detected by the beholder.

An artwork relies on a range of elements to exist, where the expression of a particular
element is linked to the definition of the whole. An obvious example of where a thing
relies on a range of elements is the series of works by Joseph Kosuth using the title
prefix of, ʻOne and Threeʼ as for instance in the work, One and Three Chairs (1965).
These works are based on three different views of each named object, be they a
chair, a broom, a table, etc. I first saw One and Three Chairs in 1977, and it created
a lasting impression. The workʼs matter of fact elements: a photograph of a chair, the
actual chair, and a dictionary definition of the word ʻchairʼ deal with the object simply.
Each of these elements experienced together creates an alternate conceptual entity.
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Take away any element and the work would be incomplete. For instance, because a
chair has a particular function and look, we know it to be a ʻchairʼ.

Figure 26, Holey #4, (2005) Performance Space, Sydney.

The Concise Oxford Dictionary (1988 p 152) defines a ʻchairʼ as … 1. n. ʻSeparate
seat for one, of various formsʼ. The Australian curator John Stringer (1937 - 2007)
wrote about the role of ʻOne and Three Chairs, in elevating the chairʼs classification
into the world of objects, ʻ… because the text, image and object are removed from
their everyday context One and Three Chairs became a specimen of its species
through specific visual signs (Stringer 1977, artist 40).

If one of these elements did not exist in relation to the others, it is possible to
speculate that we would not know the thing. For instance, not knowing what a thing
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looks like or how to communicate it – to not be able to use its name or identify its
function through gesture infers the thing does not exist at all. We know we cannot
touch a photograph as we would touch the object of the photograph, but the
photograph reminds us of the object, and how we have used, observed, touched or
held it. Furthermore, the textual definition of an object can supply other meanings, as
for instance in the Concise Oxford Dictionary that also defines ʻchairʼ as 2. n. ʻChair:
iron or steel socket holding railway rail in placeʼ (1988, p152).

Although John Stringerʼs reference to One and Three Chairs as a ʻspecimen of its
speciesʼ is clear, a sense of how we perceive is also evident, even when making an
artwork that is not wedded to a common or singular ʻspeciesʼ as in the Holey series.
The implication of Kosuthʼs mapping of perceptual phenomena was important to the
development of the Holey series and helped me to understand the idea of the
concept as a form of semiotic association. Using this as a model I freely added
objects, photographs and words, allowing associations to emerge. Arguably this is
also the case with the more recent work discussed in chapter four, Appropriated
Circumstance.

These options were filtered using probability, matching one against the other until
some ʻsenseʼ was discovered. It is a variation on the strict definition of conceptual art,
as Australian artist Mike Parr describes:
However, Krecklerʼs work is very different from iconic Conceptual art. Kosuth,
Baldessari, Haim Steinbach and even Johnʼs bronzed Ballantine beer cans are
all improbably dragged in the wake of this work. In conversation Kreckler
specifically mentions Kosuthʼs One and Three Chairs of 1965, which presents
a photograph of a chair, a definition of a chair and a real chair as a kind of
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measure of “thingness” [of “thingness” displaced by representation]. While
Krecklerʼs work can look like Conceptual art it isnʼt, if only because it assumes
Conceptual art as a convention. Krecklerʼs metonymy relentlessly induces a
lack of equivalence, disavows the co- ordinates of definition, opening thingness
out as a “missed encounter with the real”, to a melancholy, unlocatable
emptiness of picturing as such. In the throes of unassuageable loss Kreckler
gives us the haunting touch of artisanal craft and a spatial precision and beauty
of placement that is redemptive (Parr, 2004 p206).

Figure 26b Holey # 1, Holey # 2 and Holey # 3 (left to right) Clemenger Art Awards, National Gallery of Victoria

Three works from the Holey series were first shown at the Clemenger Art Awards at
the National Gallery of Victoria in 2003. Each of these works has been sourced from
the world of ideas, drawing from Australian culture and the environment around me.
My raison d'être as an artist is to create conceptual artworks that result in an
authentic form, that is unique to the work at hand and constructed from ideas evolved
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from experience or received cultural content. The determination happens within the
shell of the concept and is realised using probability, intuition and aleatory. Working
with strategies initially introduced by Minimalism and Conceptual Art and adopting
these remains important to my way of thinking about, and producing my art.

This chapter has shown how the inclusion of content and context as material was
used in the installations discussed (material enquiry), initially introduced through the
work White Pointer – You are listening to the sounds of humans observing fish, and
ratified in Fountain, Blind Ned and the Holey series. Arguably these works show
open-endedness, and an understanding of what Pincus-Witton referred to as the ʻloss
of typologyʼ.

In the following chapter, I discuss the photographic series White Goods, which
reflects on white Australiaʼs relationship with country and with the Indigenous people,
who are its traditional and spiritual custodians, and the video installation, Antidote.
Chapter 4 will also detail the historical development and realisation of a new body of
work called Appropriated Circumstance, also the title of my doctoral exhibition
(December 2011). The discussion of Appropriated Circumstance, which also refers
back to the broader material aspects of making art discussed in chapter three,
continues in chapter four in relation to other artworks and other artists.
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Chapter 4
White Goods (2004), Antidote (2005), Appropriated Circumstance
(2011)
4.1: From chance to circumstance: the imbrication of process and history
In this chapter, the broad cultural content of two works: White Goods (2004), and
Antidote (2005) as well as a third work created specifically for this doctorate,
Appropriated Circumstance (AC) (2012) will be considered. As I hope I have
demonstrated throughout this exegesis, the thinking and processes that have
informed my artistic practice throughout my career continue to be important.
However, many of these strategies such as chance, aleatory, and probability are now
implicit in the process of making, allowing a more explicit relationship to content and
narrative to emerge. In particular, the movement from the earlier non-material works
employing sound, space, light and performance and the idea of photography, have
evolved over time, to encompass the use of photography and video.

The works discussed here may appear to treat the image in terms of straightforward
representation, a picturing of something (even though surreal or strange), whereas in
fact they occur through a process of assembling fragments. I understand these works
as rising from my concern with processes and forms in art, as well as memory,
country, and Australian history (context), while continuing to develop new areas of
enquiry both conceptual and ʻmaterialʼ.

White Goods, Antidote and Appropriated Circumstance may be understood as taking
the form of faux reportage, and in the case of Appropriated Circumstance, a faux
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depiction of advertising. As such several key publications inform the development of
these works, including the 1997 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission
Report Bringing them Home: Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from Their Families, April; Beyond the
Pale, the catalogue produced by curator Brenda L. Croft for the 2000 Biennial of
Australian Art at the Art Gallery of South Australia, and The Frontier Wars (2002),
written by Australian military historian, John Connor.

The Bringing Them Home report outlines the laws, practices and policies that
resulted in the forcible removal of Indigenous children from their families in each state
and territory of Australia. It contains many verbatim texts from Indigenous Australians
that give voice to the various injustices met by the victims of government policy, but
in particular to the children forcibly separated from their families and communities
since the very first days of the European occupation of Australia. As an artist who
chooses to work within the culture in which he lives, I understand the Bringing them
Home report as essential research as much as any other aspect of Australian history.
Every morning our people would crush charcoal and mix that with animal fat
and smother that all over us, so that when the police came they could only see
black children in the distance. We were told always to be on the alert and, if
white people came, to run into the bush or run and stand behind the trees as
stiff as a poker, or else hide behind logs or run into culverts and hide. Often
the white people - we didn't know who they were - would come into our camps.
And if the Aboriginal group was taken unawares, they would stuff us into flour
bags and pretend we weren't there. We were told not to sneeze. We knew if
we sneezed and they knew that we were in there bundled up, we'd be taken
off and away from the area.
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There was a disruption of our cycle of life because we were continually scared
to be ourselves. During the raids on the camps it was not unusual for people to
be shot - shot in the arm or the leg. You can understand the terror that we
lived in, the fright - not knowing when someone will come unawares and do
whatever they were doing - either disrupting our family life, camp life, or
shooting at us. (Bringing them Home, Confidential evidence 681, 2.2 p2 1997).

My strong sense of engagement with Aboriginal Australia and connection to country,
perhaps dates back to my childhood relationship with the Nye family, who hold
traditional fishing rights on the south coast of NSW, and more recently the discovery
that my cousin, John Frederick Kreckler (1950 – 2008) unbeknown to him throughout
his life, was not only adopted but Indigenous. I have also had the privilege of working
with many Indigenous artists, curators and actors in NSW, South Australia and
Western Australia, many of whom I count my friends. This has led to a great tension
between wonderful experiences of great knowledge and a playful joy within country,
and the memory of powerful images, juxtaposed with a profound sense of loss
generated by the mostly forgotten, repressed or hidden aspects of Australian history.

White Australia has never been held accountable for its racism. Many of the most
extreme racist practices perpetrated in Australia have faded into obscurity, while the
extremities of life in remote communities are out of sight for most Australians. From
time to time individual statesmen deliver speeches of grand eloquence. The
importance of ex Prime Minister Paul Keatingʼs famous Redfern Speech (1992)
cannot be underestimated; nor ex Prime Minister Kevin Ruddʼs apology to the stolen
generations in 2008, but the fact remains that Aboriginal Australia is largely
impoverished, displaced and disadvantaged. White Australia continues to benefit
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unfairly from the original act of colonisation and ongoing acts of oppression. These
are important issues that are beyond the scope of this exegesis, however as both an
artist and a citizen, it is also incumbent upon me to be responsible for, and honour
these concerns.

In this thesis I discuss how artworks come into being, and the drivers that piece
fragments into an entity. My responses to the reading I have undertaken around
Australiaʼs Indigenous history, as well as conversations undertaken with Aboriginal
friends about their experiences, are a mix of research and ʻfeltʼ experience.
Consequently, while my use of government documents and histories are important
background to the art works under discussion, I do not seek to dissect or analyse the
documents themselves, but simply to acknowledge that the circumstances they
describe, are integral to the development of the trilogy of works discussed in this
chapter.

To create work about the Australian landscape is difficult without acknowledging the
repressed history of colonisation. To not remember allows for those things that
should have been remembered to return in unsuspecting ways at different times. For
the people of Australiaʼs dominant culture, the places that define them exist outside
Australia - in Europe or Asia for instance - or according to an incomplete image of
itself. As Ian McLean has written, this leaves Australia always secondary to the
original, yet rejected by the source:
The Australian hunger for redemption and constant worry about identity suggests
a failed or incomplete Oedipal scene that is characteristic of migrant communities.
In settler societies it is even worse. Not only is the subject far from home, but the
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indigenous culture which might offer shelter is made abject, the non-identical, and
hence is destroyed yet preserved (repressed) in the psyche of the nation
(McLean 1998, p150).

The destruction and concomitant confusion and violence within Australia are referred
to in the photographic series, White Goods (2004), and the video installation Antidote
(2005). These works allude to the persistent efforts of white European settlers to tell
a happy and simplistic history of colonial achievement that plays down both the overt
and covert violence the nation was built upon. Both works play off the national
nostalgia for a utopian landscape. It is also important to note that the policies of the
then Liberal National Party Government (1996 – 2007) under the leadership of Prime
Minister John Howard, were fiercely opposed to the idea of an ʻapologyʼ to the Stolen
Generations or to the broader recognition of Aboriginal sovereignty. In this context,
Howard famously coined the term, ʻblack armband version of historyʼ (Howard 1996),
an emotive phrase allowing him to easily dismiss Aboriginal activists and supporters
of Aboriginal human and land rights.

Howardʼs nostalgic appeal to a version of the 1950s white picket fence vision of
Australia failed to acknowledge the brutal inequities of the White Australia policy
introduced into law with Federation in 1901. It is also important to note that
Indigenous Australians were not accorded the vote until the 1967 Referendum - one
hundred and seventy nine years after European occupation. It was with this context
in mind that I was invited to make White Goods, a series of nine large format
photographs, by Isabel Carlos, curator of the 14th Biennale of Sydney: Reason and
Emotion.
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4.2: White Goods (2004)
The initial organising idea for White Goods was grounded in bucolic representations
of the Australian landscape, and the idea that Australian history comes to us as a
series of fragments, rather than as a consistent or reliable narrative. The idea of
landscape is important because in this most highly urbanised of nations, the
Australian countryside is as much a cultural construction as a real place. Since the
1820s, the countryʼs wealth has derived from primary resources such as grazing,
farming and mining. The landscape communicates its history through the scars of
mining and agriculture, each having profound impacts on the dispossession of the
Indigenous people.

The conceit of White Goods is in direct antipathy to Australiaʼs utopian dream of
1950ʼs normalcy, prevalent at the time of the workʼs production in 2003. This
nostalgia for a halcyon time in Australia before its various late twentieth century
troubles seemed almost surreal. As a consequence, in making this work I wanted to
suggest something of the fifties and sixties – its strangeness - rather than its
presumed normalcy. The title is of course a pun on the idea of ʻwhite goodsʼ as both
the epitome of modernisation and labour-saving devices in white middleclass
households, a play on the concept of white European settler culture, and a reference
to the refrigerators used in the photographs.
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Figure 27, Cast members, White Goods costume fitting session, December 2003.

White Goods was created working with a team of extras cast for their ʻlookʼ, as well
as two dancers that I had previously worked. In forming the various tableaux for
White Goods, costume is used to suggest a connection between the 1950s and the
contemporary moment, and to help create an unsettled atmosphere.

The womenʼs costumes are a mix of conservative frocks, cardigans, socks and
stockings (see figure 27 and 29 and 30). The men are casually dressed in a mix of
jeans and open necked shirts in various colours and dark pleated trousers, white
collared shirts and matching shoes. The ʻfeelʼ of the costuming is inspired by the
1950s but includes contemporary elements such as jeans and visible underwear.

The contemporary costume elements create a desirable disjunction in the styling.
The slight inconsistencies seek to subtly establish the sense that things are not quite
as they seem.
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Figure 28, White Goods #5 2004, Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney

A consistent costume style may have suggested that White Goods was about a
specific historical moment rather than an evocation of an alternative past and
present. In this context, French philosopher, Roland Barthesʼ (1915 – 1980)
comments on photography seem relevant:
…in the photograph no matter how life like we strive to make it (and this frenzy
to be life like can only be our mythical denial of an apprehension of death),
photography is a kind of primitive theatre, a kind of Tableaux Vivant, a figuration
of the motionless and made-up face beneath which we see the dead
(Barthes 1980, p31).

White Goods is a series of photographic tableaux. In some images, a ʻnormalʼ group
of European-Australians are gathered in the presence of suspended (lynched)
refrigerators in a bush setting (see figure 31). In others, the viewer sees the moody
image of a white refrigerator dangling from a tree in the darkness; a ʻhappyʼ group of
people make their way through the tall bleached grass on their way to an unknown
destination, while a close-up of a group of people from behind including a lamb and
fallen red gladioli suggest a ritual of some kind. It is through the sequence of
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photographs that the viewer acquires a sense – albeit uncertain - of narrative. Clearly
set in a specific landscape the photographsʼ air of the surreal suggests an
uncomfortable discord. Caught between periods, the viewer cannot know whether the
people framed in each mise-en-scène are aware of any complicity with their fate.
They appear to be witnesses but are apparently oblivious to the cause; some seem
happy, and even festive in this, the ʻluckyʼ country.

White Goods offers a collage of possible memories, frozen in time by the camera.
The photographs reference, although not literally, Aboriginal subjugation and the
removal of Indigenous children; the impact of agriculture and technology on the land,
and post war utopianism. In the second half of the twentieth century, it seems fair to
say that most consumers in the home, the car, the suburb or the city, gave little
thought to the history of their country, or thought for the sustainability of the
landscape they occupy. It was as if the big wide brown land had always been brown
rather than a digest of changing climate, land-care and agricultural knowledge. Given
the hard ʻrealitiesʼ of methodical land grabs, and boom and bust cycles,

Figure 29, Cast members, White Goods costume fitting session, December 2003.
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it was thought for a long time that Aboriginal people had nothing to teach the settler
and migrant population. As the Sydney-based writer and critic, Blair French (1967 -)
describes in his essay, Derek Kreckler: Allegories of Vision, written for the Biennale
catalogue (2004):
The banality, almost extreme amorality of this metonymic act of picturing
concentrates the relationship of Krecklerʼs scenes to actual historical acts, to
states of cultural amnesia, and to specific photographic sources where the
bind of the image to collective trauma is most apparent. As these images
attest, if the willful cultural amnesia of Terra Nullius is to be consistently
challenged, as it must, there can be no images here in Australia of
meaningless, empty spaces. Indeed, there are no spaces left unstained by
the events of history or unable in some way to evoke its lingering effects upon
our consciousness. The image cannot be vacant
(French, 2004 p78).

In 2006, Hannah Matthews curated White Goods into the group exhibition, Subterrain (2006) exhibited at the Perth Institute of Contemporary Arts in Western
Australia as part of the Perth International Arts Festival. In her catalogue essay
Matthews refers to the American writer, Joan Didion (1934 -) and in particular, her
memoir about loss and grieving, The Year of Magical Thinking (Harper Collins,
2005). In grieving the loss of her husband, Didion writes of coming ʻundoneʼ, and
further, the way in which certain images and places are triggers for memory: ʻand
from that encounter would cascade a train of memoriesʼ. Didion calls this ʻthe vortexʼ.
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Figure 30, Cast member, White Goods costume fitting session, December 2003.

Mathews uses Didionʼs ʻvortexʼ as a metaphor to discuss the curatorial rationale for
Sub-terrain.
…in “the vortex” there is no division between subject and object, inside and
outside. The world is imbued with a subterranean element that wraps around us
surface dwellers. Truth is, though, we are always in the vortex. Itʼs our
acknowledgment of this that flags. Sometimes it takes a shock to make us aware
of the currents running through us. But this is not just a personal matter. Itʼs
political… The subterranean elements - basically anything the dominant culture
does not want to see or admit to seeing - are firmly and regularly retreated from,
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glossed over. Our mainstream culture has been historically given over to the
appreciation of bright sunny pastures of plenty, impressionist harmonics,
modernist modulations, beer on the terrace; all is a blissful surface that pleasantly
denies the violence (physical, psychic and imaginative) of colonisation. We have,
accordingly, forged a sense of this place as being without the usual troubles of an
occupied, class-divided territory (Matthews p2).

Figure 31, White Goods #2 2003, Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney 2004

Matthewʼs essay emphasises the ʻsubterranean elementsʼ as ʻanything the dominant
[and tabloid] culture does not want to see or admit to seeingʼ (p2) which speaks
clearly to the rationale behind the making of White Goods. The invisibility of certain
types of terror is embraced through the harsh and surreal imagery of the refrigerators
balanced against the ordinariness of the tableaux. The images are ʻsubterraneanʼ,
and suggestive of abnormal social convention.

4.3: Antidote (2005):
Antidote is a video installation that uses seven differently proportioned screens of
varying heights, to depict various views of a waterfall. The waterfall imagery is video
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documentation shot at Quinnenup Falls, located in the south west of Western
Australia, approximately 260 kilometres south of the state capital, Perth. The area
has a selection of Aboriginal middens, caves and walking trails - evidence of 40,000
years of habitation. The video material for the installation is deliberately ʻscientisticʼ in
structure. Each of the seven views is progressively closer to the falls so that the final
view is in such extreme close-up, it seems abstracted so as to appear molecular (see
figure 32).

The work was exhibited at Performance Space in Sydney in 2005. The entire gallery
was painted a dark charcoal tone with sections masked and painted in screen-cote
direct to the wall as a projection surface. Four boxes on the floor each contained and
concealed a projector and these boxes were sturdy enough to double as a seat.
Three other projectors were located in the ceiling. The aim of the designʼs use of floor
space was to create a direct relationship between the viewers and the projected
image. This had the effect of corralling the viewers into certain spaces to avoid
blocking the image.

The video was shot using different shutter speeds, and consequently the playback
was also at varying speeds. This created an unsettling atmosphere. The slow tempo
changes were not constant or in any discernable rhythm. Each screen had several
tempi and behaved in a similar way to the audio loops in Free Movies (1978) in that
the video cycle was constant for each screen but as a whole, no single moment was
ever repeated. The relationship between the videos shifted over time, because each
video had a different duration.
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Figure 32, Antidote (screen detail) Derek Kreckler 2004, Performance Space Sydney, 2005.

Antidote had a seven-channel sound track. Each track was literally the sound of the
waterfall sped up or slowed down in pitch, and like the video images, there was no
synchronisation between the tracks. The sound morphed constantly through slowly
shifting variations in pitch and position relative to the other tracks. The sound
functioned as a counter-point to the beauty of the high-resolution, high-key video
images, the featured image of which, was a pictorial style shot of Quinnenup Falls in
full flow (see figure 33). ʻHeroically castʼ as a ʻglossy advertisingʼ image, the strategy
was to make the work beautiful for any viewer. Once in the space the confined
viewing areas and sound played tricks on the viewer. At times the sound of screams
and other noises not unlike gunshots could be imagined in the mélange of chaotic
sound. The Australian writer and artist Dominique Angeloro wrote about the affect of
Antidote as follows:
The shifts in the scale of the imagery also effect a gentle disorientation. In
particular, the longer you stare into the close-ups of water, the more they take
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on the properties of abstract patterns. The very images of waterfalls that had
initially seemed banal, ultimately turn out to be strangely compelling and
charged. In the catalogue, Kreckler says of this installation, “After a while I hear
dogs barking, horses running, people screaming and gun shots; sounds not
included; it is then I know that I am home.” Home for Kreckler would seem to
be that place where perception throws off its passivity and reality becomes a
site of potential transformation.

It is not surprising that he turns to sound for this dynamic, considering that
hearing is a far more malleable sense than sight. We often become aware of
the way we cut our own mix of the sounds we hear, tuning into familiar
frequencies and disregarding others. What is fascinating about Antidote is the
degree to which the installation introduces this uncertainty into viewing. It is
packed with perceptual booby-traps ready to wrong-foot your usual modes of
interaction with the world (RealTime #71 2006, p 36).

It is interesting to consider that following the making of the photographic series White
Goods, I returned to working with sound, video and spatial relationships when making
Antidote. The difference was of course that in Antidote – again the pun of the title is
intentional - the visual image includes the consciously pictorial and picturesque, as
well as the abstracted almost molecular close-up. Working with sound and by playing
with both the representation of the waterfall, and its abstracted image is reflective of
the process of gathering conceptual fragments towards the creation of a complete
ʻpictureʼ. It is perhaps worth noting that I was first taken to Quinnenup Falls by
Nyoongar elder and actor, Kelton Pell, one of the subjects in my most recent work,
Appropriated Circumstance.
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Figure 33, Antidote (screen detail, projector box/seat bottom right) Performance Space Sydney, 2005.

4.4: Appropriated Circumstance (2012)
Appropriated Circumstance (AC) is a photographic project that I anticipate will
develop into an extended series of photographic and video works exhibited in
different formats and contexts. The work created under the title, Appropriated
Circumstance, for this doctorate employs two large format billboards to disseminate
images connected by similar concerns, processes and content to White Goods and
Antidote. The billboard works (amongst other references) refer to Indigenous landrights and lack of privilege, as well as the many decades of disenfranchisement
following the colonisation of Australia under the guise of terra nullius. However as
these topics, which form much of the background to Appropriated Circumstance,
have already been discussed in this section, I will explore the role of coincidence and
chance in the process of making, as well as temporal and artistic connections, and
relationships between viewer and artwork. The Swiss artist, Eugene von Guérard
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(1811 –1901), the German artist, Thomas Struth (1954-) and the Australian artist,
Peter Tyndall (1951-) are of particular relevance in this context.

Figure 34 ʻRoy takes a breather after showing Kelton the best fishing spots,ʼ 2012, (AC) Princess Highway Waterfall, NSW

The work of each of these artists has meant something quite particular in relation to
my work, and caused me to consider options I may otherwise not have considered. I
also return to the sound installation, Chinese Whispers (1991), as its exhibition was
the starting point for a series of coincidences that have had implications for
Appropriated Circumstance. The idea and circumstances that corral these artists and
ideas into my orbit are discussed in the context of the development and presentation
of Appropriated Circumstance.
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Figure 35, ʻStrewth,ʼ 2012, (AC), Princess Highway Heathcote, NSW.

The work on this project began in 2010, at least partly in response to ideas
associated with this thesis, and the two large format photographs (see figures 34 and
35) have since gone onto be ʻexhibitedʼ in 2012, using advertising billboards, one
each side of the Princes Highway on the border between the Illawarra and the
Sydney metropolitan area. The two images are named: ʻRoy takes a breather after
showing Kelton the best fishing spotsʼ (Waterfall, NSW) and ʻStrewthʼ (Heathcote,
NSW). Both photographs show two Indigenous men standing in close proximity to a
landscape painting called, View of Lake Illawarra with distant mountains of Kiama
(1860) by Eugene von Guérard.
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4.4.1 Appropriation and serendipity
In developing Appropriated Circumstance, I relied on intuition, having no idea
whether the various elements would ever coalesce in any meaningful way. The
construction of the mise-en-scène involved a complex series of negotiations involving
people,

cross-cultural

relationships,

institutions

and

unfamiliar

commercial

arrangements. At the beginning of the project I had no idea about what I was going to
do with the images I produced, or how or where I would show them.

An early impetus for the work goes back to a serendipitous moment – a memory
picture - experienced when I was in the process of documenting my work Chinese
Whispers, created for the 8th Sydney Biennale in 1990, directed by German gallerist
and curator Rene Block (1942-). Chinese Whispers consisted of an array of audio
speakers and microphones arranged into a wide circle about six-metres in diameter,
and installed at the convergence of the British Colonial gallery and a longer linking
gallery that accessed other colonial galleries. The gallery floor plan was wide and
cruciform, an ample size to accommodate large flows of viewers (see figure 36).
During the documentation of the work, I observed that gallery visitors were looking at
my work, as well as the colonial paintings. The idea to place a contemporary sound
installation in the galleries of colonial art was, as noted in Chapter 2, René Blockʼs
decision. Once we began to document most of the viewers moved on, however a few
visitors remained, being closely absorbed in the paintings.
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Figure 36, Chinese Whispers Derek Kreckler 1990 Art Gallery of NSW 1990

I asked the photographer to include one of the viewers in the frame, a man in a
vertical striped shirt (see figure 37) who had been standing unmoving for some time. I
became absorbed by the intensity of his stance and demeanor. He barely moved he
appeared fixated. He seemed to become a part of the room, part of the image of the
room. He belonged there in that place.

This moment remains connected to the current work. I remember at the time, thinking
about a variety of things but in particular, Australian artist (1951-) Peter Tyndallʼs
series, A Person Looks At A Work Of Art/ someone looks at something…. (19952007), see figure 38. The man in the striped shirt seemed to personify Tyndallʼs
point.
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Figure 37, Derek Kreckler Chinese Whispers 1990, Art Gallery of NSW 1990 (detail)

This experience also reminded me of the work of German artist Thomas Struth
(1954), and his series of ʻso-called museum photographsʼ begun in 1989 (Fried 2010,
p112). The use of real location, artworks and visitors to the museum in those works,
positions the viewer quite differently to Tyndallʼs images which are often printed in a
graphic style and which function almost like cartoons. In Struthʼs work, both the
viewer of the artwork inside the frame, and the viewer of the photograph itself are
embedded in the world of the art museum. The influence of the gallery on the viewer
is immediate and acts as one of the principal codes within the image. In
Kunsthistorisches Museum III Wien, 1989 (figure 39) we observe a white haired man
looking at a Rembrandt portrait.
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Figure 38 Peter Tyndall A Person Looks At A Work Of Art/ someone looks at something…. 1984

The German art historian, Hans Belting writes of Struthʼs work, ʻEach of the
interlocutors in the dialogue remains enclosed within his own biography, no matter
how he lived.ʼ He goes onto note that, ʻNevertheless, they seem to be communicating
with each other across the chasm of historical, suprapersonal time... The person
painted and the person photographed… are in the middle of a conversation with each
otherʼ

(Fried

2010

p118).

Struthʼs

museum

photographs

invite

numerous

interpretations, however the idea of ʻhistorical suprapersonal timeʼ introduced an
important idea, that later led to Appropriated Circumstance.

Beltingʼs comments on Struthʼs work introduces the viewer to the place of looking as
a temporal space where everyday time gives way to a broader concept. Beltingʼs
concept of ʻSuprapersonalʼ time suggests multiple possibilities. If what Belting says is
true of the act of looking as seen inside Struthʼs photograph, then it is also true for
the viewer viewing Struthʼs image from the outside, suggesting a communication that
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extends ʻacross timeʼ, which in turn refers to the human continuum. That is, the warp
and weft of human culture is understood as essential to the materiality of the image,
a part of its content, reminding us that we are a part of a much bigger picture.

Figure 39, Thomas Struth 1989, Kunsthistorisches Museum III Wien.

In other of Struthʼs museum photographs we see groups of viewers, observe their
clothing and expressions. The actions of the people inside the photograph are
characteristic. Anyone visiting a museum could look like the people in the
photograph, all of whom are looking at something else (figure 40).

The origins of Appropriated Circumstance are mixed up in these questions and
imaginings. I wanted to make a work that addressed similar ideas but I could not
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justify making a work based on a concept already addressed so thoroughly by other
artists.

4.4.2 Turning point
My interest in Australian colonial painting is an inevitable outcome of my interest in
Australian history. In 2007, on visiting Wollongong City Gallery, a regional gallery
south of Sydney, I saw for the first time, the painting View of Lake Illawarra with
distant mountains of Kiama 1860 (figure 41) by the Swiss artist Eugene von Guérard.
When researching the work I discovered that von Guérard studied at the German
Düsseldorf Academy from 1840 to 1852 arriving in Australia in 1852. It seemed an
odd coincidence that von Guérard and Struth both studied at the same academy,
albeit 113 years apart. This may not have been significant to anyone else, but given
my long-standing commitment to chance procedures, it was a clue that I decided to
follow.

The title, Appropriated Circumstance became a kind of mantra for me prior to
developing the work, and helped me in thinking the work through to its realisation.
Firstly, and as I have discussed previously, the title references appropriation of
Indigenous land and the circumstances of that appropriation. Playing around with the
words, ʻcircumstances of the appropriationʼ is how the phrase Appropriated
Circumstance originated. Secondly, whilst my work is clearly differentiated from the
works undertaken by both Struth and Tyndall, I wanted to acknowledge the
importance of those works on the evolution of my own ideas. Also Hans Beltingʼs
concept of ʻSuprapersonalʼ time was a persistently occurring reference in my thinking.
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Figure 40 Thomas Struth 2004 Audience 01, Florence

Despite the history of picturing people looking at art, I decided to photograph Eugene
von Guérardʼs painting of Lake Illawarra with an Indigenous man looking at it,
because I felt my rationale was quite distinct. The idea of photographing an
Indigenous person (Roy Kennedy) from the area that is the subject of the painting,
added a new layer of meaning to the idea of someone – not just anyone - looking at a
work of art. Hans Beltingʼs idea of the ʻsuprapersonalʼ is relevant here.

Clearly the Aboriginal men, who are the subjects of Appropriated Circumstance, carry
within them a connection to the land that reaches far back into a time that easily
predates von Guérardʼs painted landscape. What to me, appears as an ʻoldʼ painting
represents an entirely different entity for someone whose stories, spirituality, and
connection to country are firmly grounded within the pre-colonial landscape. This idea
focused my actions. I set about to produce the photograph, although at that time I
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was unsure as to where or how I would present the pictures. Months later driving on
the Princes Highway between my home and Sydney I noticed many billboards
bordering the highway, advertising anything and everything from erectile dysfunction,
to holidays in Fiji, new cars, land sales and so on. I knew then how I wanted to
present the work.

Figure 41 Eugene von Guérard View of Lake Illawarra with distant mountains of Kiama 1860
(Wollongong City Gallery)

When deciding the titles for the two billboard images from the series Appropriated
Circumstance I chose the word ʻstrewthʼ from British Cockney slang. It is an
exclamation of surprise and short for ʻGod's truthʼ or ʻItʼs the truthʼ, which was
common in Australian colonial slang, and in popular use until the middle of the
twentieth century. The pun is on ʻtruthʼ, the truth of the circumstance, Godʼs truth and
the artistʼs name, Thomas Struth.
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The other title came about during the photographic shoot itself. Dharawal elder, Roy
ʻDootchʼ Kennedy and Nyoongar man, Kelton Pell (see figures 34 and 35) used the
Eugene von Guérard landscape to identify the best local fishing spots, and from this
came the title, Roy takes a breather after showing Kelton the best fishing spots
(2012). I like this title because it emerged out of the act of making the work.

On the day of the shoot, I took many photographs as we chatted about many things
and I shot without constraint. Every so often I asked the men to look away while
talking. The images I have chosen are selected from around 250 images taken on the
day. The reason for the high shooting ratio was to keep the camera present without
either dictating or restricting action. Creating situations and allowing the tableaux to
evolve in the moment is my preferred method of composition and construction. After
a time the camera has no presence, the subjects relax and the conversation turns to
shared interests like country, and the best fishing spots. I set up the circumstance,
but chance and probability still play an important part in determining the outcome. Art
historian Ian McLean notes that:
The sublime is the principal aesthetic trope of exploration, the grotesque of
invasion and the picturesque of settlement. The sublime pacifies the unknown or
newly discovered by making it an empty, silent a historical place, a virgin
stage… (McLean 1998, p23).

Whilst Eugene von Guérardʼs paintings are not strictly about the sublime as he often
depicted characters in a partially agricultural landscape, nonetheless the landscapes
are often suggestive of vast open space, the picturesque, a silent and empty ahistorical place, uninhabited, and full of potential. Dr Ruth Pullin, the Australian
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academic and curator of the exhibition, Eugene von Guérard: Nature Revealed
(2011) suggests that viewing particular von Guérard’s paintings indicate that he took
a serious interest in the plight of Indigenous Australians. In the following example
Eugene von Guérard references people from the Gunai or Kurnai nation, who
occupied most of present day Gippsland. The painting Mr John Kingʼs station
(1861)3, shows that ʻa sense of concern is evident in the Aboriginal familyʼs direct
engagement with the viewer.ʼ Pullin continues:
While the Aboriginal man stands with dignity, spear firmly in hand, his wife sits
draped in a blanket… issued by the government board…The inclusion of a child
is a clear acknowledgement that Aboriginal people have a future in the colony
among the settlers, and a clear repudiation of the common belief of the time that
Aboriginal people would disappear with the arrival of Western civilization
(Pullin 2011, pp190-191).

Much colonial painting documents the lost, but once rare and bountiful landscapes of
conquered lands throughout the world. Eugene von Guérard like so many painters
before and after him (naturally) represents a European view of place, in someone
elseʼs world. That Australian world in his paintings is appropriated, the landscape
depicted as if for the first time to fit into a European concept, leading to the loss of an
Indigenous perspective on the land, its particular history and morphology. In spite of
this I marvel at Eugene von Guérardʼs recording of country and his dedication to his
profession, for without his extraordinary and beautiful paintings of country we would
not have a ʻpictureʼ, a record from that time.

3

I was unable to access a useable image of this painting, However it is reproduced in Pullin. R, 2011 Eugene von Guérard:
Nature Revealed, referenced in the bibliography.
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The appropriation of landscape was purposeful and empowering for the colonising
governments in both Australia and England, as well as the settlers and anyone else
who stood to gain from the ʻnew territoryʼ. The appropriation of the possessions and
symbols of a dominated culture valorises the victors and displaces the vanquished
leaving them without home or culture. This pattern is evidenced throughout history
particularly during the longest period of European expansion from the late fifteenth to
the nineteenth century.

4.5: Appropriated Circumstance: the doctoral exhibition works
A work for display on a billboard, ʻAppropriated Circumstanceʼ (2012) was shown in
the doctoral exhibition as a conceptual brief: a folder comprising text and images.
What follows, are descriptions of the other works in the exhibition and comments on
the conceptual consistency between the works, including the billboard work. The
exhibition was held in a black box performance space in the Faculty of Creative Arts,
University of Wollongong.

In Chapter 4.4, I wrote about ʻAppropriated Circumstanceʼ (2012) beginning with
concerns that had puzzled me since 1990, at which time, a person was observed
looking at a work of art. I discussed the evolution of the work from a range of
influences notably, Peter Tyndall, Thomas Struth, Eugene von Guérard, and as
developing from my own works and ideas. These influences and ideas about
appropriation in the broader sense coalesced in the exhibition title, Appropriated
Circumstance.
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In art, following Bergson (1968) and Stein (1936), I regard appropriation as a tool for
the intuitive extension of knowledge and meaning, a distillation of ideas, forms and
materials that are synthesised to become new entities. Consequently, other works in
the doctoral exhibition cited below may also be understood as developing intuitively;
as having their beginnings in the appropriation of other art works, artists and cultural
entities.

4.6: Appropriated Circumstance: Tyche (adaption)
Tyche (adaption) began with the name, Untitled (adaption). Once the piece was
complete, I renamed the work. As the space used for the exhibition was clearly not a
conventional white gallery space. I felt it required a visual element that acknowledged
the spaceʼs function. I wanted to indicate an inclusive relationship between the
artworks themselves, and between the artworks and the space, and this was the
initial rationale for the title, Untitled (adaption). I literally adapted the space for
exhibition, by producing a work that could play with surfaces and forms in the space,
charging them so as to evoke more than their utilitarian presence. Over time the work
evolved, becoming much more than a linking device, and was consequently
renamed.

Rather than retracting the theatreʼs raked seating system, and pretending that it was
invisible at the rear of the space, I decided to make the rake integral to Untitled
(adaption). To bring the rake into focus as part of the exhibition I extended the
seating into the space and lit it dimly so as to create a warm glow across the seating.
I then floated a 2400 x 1600mm wooden screen centrally above the seats,
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suspending it from the lighting rig. I used the rule of thirds, to scale and place the
screen so that it faced a photographic series hung on the back wall of the
performance area, about ten metres away. A video montage of flowing water at
various speeds was projected onto the screen (see figure 43). The facing
photographic works also depicted water. Using the seating and the screen integrated
both works as an installation.

One of the central propositions of this thesis concerns the generation of
compositional and structural variety through chance processes; how things flow,
evolving intuitively from fragments of things and ideas. The use of a video that
showed the flux and variety in pattern of moving water was not accidental.

I have often thought that water imagery suggests both movement and change. It
interests me that Heraclitus (535 BCE - 475 BCE), as recorded in Platoʼs Cratylus (360
BCE),

suggested that all things are in motion: ʻHeraclitus says, you know, that all

things move and nothing remains still, and he likens the universe to the current of a
river, saying that you cannot step twice into the same streamʼ (Plato Cratylus 402a).
The movement of water represents unrepeatable time, literally movement in and
through time. Henri Bergson considered intuition to be a type of knowledge formed
through time as both duration and perception. Bergson argued that movement and
flux are necessary for knowledge, and that intuition itself is a ʻreliable channel for
comprehending the true nature of thingsʼ (Lorand 1999, p441).
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Henri Bergsonʼs ideas on intuition, movement and thought, as well as Heraclitusʼs
maxim are both referenced in the exhibition through imagery of moving water. These
elements were further amplified for me as I became engrossed in the possibilities
gleaned from another coincidence, which introduced me the Greek goddess of
chance, Tyche, which led to the renaming of Untitled (adaption).

During the installation process, I learned of Tyche, the Greek goddess of chance
(named Fortuna by the Romans), often associated with both the Greek and Roman
theatres. In the ancient theatres at Umm Qais in Jordan and at Myra in Turkey for
instance, Tyche was placed in the centre of the theatre cavea or seating rake (see
figure 38), so that ʻchanceʼ, ʻluckʼ and ʻfateʼ was literally seated amidst the ancient
theatre audience. I was struck that - by chance - my placement of the screen within
the rake evoked a similar conceit to that ancient practice. Australian artist and
archeologist Diana Wood-Conroy describes the role and examples of the
architectural placement of Tyche in her book, Fabric of the Ancient Theatre (2004):
Above the central walkway of the Myra theatre, (the diazoma) there was a niche
with the battered form of a draped woman, with a cornucopia on her left arm, the
figure of Tyche, with an inscription to her, “Fortune of the city be ever victorious,
with good luck.” I had found a similar dedication to Tyche in Perge and on an
inscription above the theatre of Dionysos in Athens. Tyche was the goddess of
fate, of luck, of chance, liable to afflict and strike down even a good and
prosperous person. Tragic theatre detailed the trials of fate, the sufferings of a
reasonable human being who may find himself or herself in an impossible
situation, through the agency of Tyche. For example, Oedipus imagined himself
the ʻfortunate son of Tycheʼ, blessed at finding himself king of Thebes, but in fact
he finds out Fortune has played a cruel trick on him, allowing him through
mistaken identities to kill his father and marry his mother.'
(Wood-Conroy 2004, pp274-275)
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Figure 42 Tyche, Umm Qais, Jordan.

Figure 43 ʻTyche (adaption)ʼ University of Wollongong 2012

Many things fell into place within the exhibition: appropriation, chance and intuition
were seemingly embedded in the very process of making and installing the work.

4.7: Appropriated Circumstance:
Big Wave Hunting 2011 - after F J Mortimer
The installation Tyche (adaption) faced what would ordinarily be designated the back
wall of the performance area; a high, wide, uncurtained flat wall that I painted midgrey. A photographic series was hung on this wall called Big Wave Hunting 2011 after F J Mortimer (see figure 44). Ideas about chance, fate and appropriation also
play out in these seven images. In one picture entitled, Decisive Moment, a figure on
a rock platform appears about to be immersed by a large crashing wave. This image
seems to place the subject in a dangerous location, as if perhaps testing fate. The
image is not manipulated in post-production; but it was consciously staged with the
necessary margin for error calculated well in advance.
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Figure 44, Big Wave Hunting 2011 - after F. J. Mortimer, 2012.

Big Wave Hunting 2011 - after F J Mortimer had its genesis in a photograph of
English photographer F. J. Mortimer (1874 - 1944). Mortimerʼs nephew George took
the photograph called ʻBig Wave Huntingʼ (1901-14). The photograph shows
Mortimer tied at the waist with a rope on a rock platform; the rope goes out of shot.
He is dressed in wet weather gear and holds a makeshift waterproof housing for his
camera ready to document ʻbig wavesʼ (see figure 45). My series, Big Wave Hunting
2011 - after F J Mortimer also deals with the waterʼs edge; it plays on fate and
chance in different ways. In Decisive Moment for instance, the photographer (myself)
appears to be playing with fate, being similarly depicted camera in hand, legs braced,
at the edge of the rock platform, and in close proximity to the breaking wave (see
figure 46).
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Figure 45 Big Wave Hunting, nd circa 1901 George Mortimer

Figure 46, Decisive Moment 2011- after F J Mortimer.

George Mortimerʼs image is almost comical, even eccentric. The rope around his
waist looks unreliable and makeshift, constructed apparently from short lengths
knotted together. The picture is staged for his nephewʼs camera. George Mortimerʼs
picture suggests that his uncle wants to be seen as an adventurer, someone
prepared to enter a space of chance and flux. I was interested in the romance, but
also in the artifice. I had no intention of putting myself at real risk.

Consequently I prepared to take my photograph by studying the tides and observing
the shifting wave zone over several months. I watched the local Luderick (blackfish)
fisherman, noting how long they stayed on the rock platform, where they stood and
how the waves behaved at different tides. I also practiced crouching like Mortimer as
shown in Georgeʼs photograph.

I wanted to simulate Big Wave Hunting, or at least the idea the photograph
suggested to me, to enter that space of chance and flux. I wanted it to appear as if I
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were taking a risk; as if there was a chance that I could have been swept away in the
watery ferment, to be taken by nature and dashed on the rocks.

In concluding this exegesis, I am reminded finally of an early work called Wet Dream
(1978) not previously cited in this dissertation. Wet Dream is a performance based
around a sequence of animated 35mm transparencies, which shows me falling into
the water (see figure 47). Chronologically, Wet Dream follows Grid (1977) but it is not
part of the Everyone Series (1977-1990).

It seems appropriate that this image should now appear in the exegesis, and in the
chapter dedicated to Big Wave Hunting – after F J Mortimer. Wet Dream links the
conceit of these more recent works with my earliest art making. Intuition is implicit in
the action. The flux of intuition is understood as ʻbeingʼ. As the French philosopher
Emanuel Levinas (1906-1996) wrote: ʻBeing is not a supposit or a substance; this
verb designates an eventʼ (Levinas viii 1998). Is it chance, fortune or accident that
connects these works - separated by nearly forty years or perhaps some type of
determinism that brings about - the play with water, the potential for falling, total
immersion, and the possibility of being swept away?
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Figure 47, Wet Dream 1978, (detail from 35 mm transparency sequence).

4.8: Conclusion
Ontological Fragments seeks to describe and make available to a wider audience the
intuitive faculties and chance processes that underpin my artwork, developed and
worked with over many years. I investigate the proposition that intuition - developed
through an ongoing commitment to art making - can be understood as a viable form
of knowledge. Examples of my working processes are offered as a means of
contextualising different art works, over time.

Ontological Fragments references and supports a broad range of artistic output using
chance techniques and intuitive processes. Movement and flux made tangible
through performance, installation, sound installation and the mechanics of
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photography and tableaux are the materials with which I work. Ideas broadly based
on chance, probability and aleatory, connect the works across these different media.

The consistent and insistent aspect that connects these works as entities are the
intuitive conceptual processes that I have developed, I have sought to demonstrate
the usefulness of following a serendipitous action, or set of actions, to produce
interesting and complex artworks.

From the earliest work cited in this document, Grid (1977), to the very recent Tyche
(adaption) (2011), the use of chance techniques reveals forms and ways of thinking
that are both valuable and constructive. Entities such as the work for billboards,
ʻAppropriated Circumstance (2012)ʼ shows how such processes, can lead to work of
aesthetic value, linked to a strong tradition of picture making, and relevant as carriers
of critical cultural value.

I anticipate that the ideas explored throughout this thesis will continue to evolve and
develop. Current research sees me exploring ideas of accident and process and
generating new photographic works and installations. As this exegesis seeks to
demonstrate, the intuitive processes and habits of perception referenced throughout
are fundamental to my art making, and part of the flux of life.
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